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Introduction

 

 


MENTION THE NAME OF SEABURY QUINN to any old-time funeral director and the eyes of recognition instantly light up. Mention it to serious collectors of horror and weird fiction, and you’ll be told that he was one of the greatest and most prolific contributors to Weird Tales, the ‘Unique Magazine’. Both of which reactions might also lead you to think that, in one form or another, Seabury Quinn dealt with death and the macabre all of his life. An assumption, to some extent, you’d be quite right in making, as the uncanny tales in this latest Quinn collection so eerily demonstrate.

Seabury Grandin Quinn, born in 1889—on New Year’s Day, in Washington, D.C.—did not start out to become a writer. He wanted to be a soldier; but his parents hoped he would become a clergyman, like his father, so he compromised and obtained a law degree from Washington’s National University Law School. But just as he was about to commence practice, World War I broke out, and he immediately joined the Army. Upon his discharge after the war he became a legal advisor for a law firm and was handed his first and last case. It was a criminal matter involving mortuary jurisprudence, a field about which he knew nothing. However, after studying various law books and legal decisions, he became fascinated by the subject and began a course of self-study that eventually led him—times were hard for lawyers, too, just then—to become a legal advisor and contributor to The Casket, a trade journal for morticians. Although today no one may remember the outcome of Quinn’s only legal case, it certainly helped to launch him, even if only indirectly, on a prolific writing career—one that would be strongly influenced by his exposure to the world of coffins and corpses, graphic descriptions of which play so prominent a part in many of his tales of terror.

Early in life, when he was still an impressionable teenager, an uncle introduced Quinn to Bram Stoker’s classic vampire novel, Dracula (1897), which was then one of the most popular horror thrillers of the day. In the years that followed, he avidly read his way through entire libraries of horror and weird fiction, as well as books on the occult, mysticism, witchcraft, ancient religious customs from around the world, werewolf legends, vampirism, Satanism, and snake-cult worship, in the process acquiring an immense historical knowledge of how belief in the supernatural had become part of man’s sociological fabric.1 So much so, in fact, that from 1925 onwards, when Quinn created his now famous occult detective, Jules de Grandin (the surname was taken from the author’s own middle name), it became a guessing game among fellow writers and readers of Weird Tales as to just what monster of the month the classic pulp’s most popular contributor would come up with next.

Nevertheless, popular as Quinn was with Weird Tales readers for his de Grandin and other stories, the pulps paid so little in the ’20s and ’30s that he had to supplement his income elsewhere.

As a result, and in addition to writing for these low-paying markets, he also pursued freelance journalism for various funeral industry magazines, and in 1925 moved his family to New York City to take over as editor of Casket & Sunnyside, one of the leading morticians’ trade publications at that time. For a number of years he also taught mortuary jurisprudence at New York’s Renouard School of Embalming, and even wrote one of the first textbooks on the subject. But in 1935—at the height of the Depression—Quinn was fired by the magazine because he refused to take a cut in salary from $3000 to $2000 per year, even though the lesser amount would still have been good money in those days. By then, his salary combined with his earning from pulp writing had enabled him to lead a fairly comfortable life.

Quinn managed to survive by becoming contributing editor to De-Ce-Co Magazine (published in Boston by Dodge Chemical Co., an embalming fluid manufacturer), which ran more than six hundred of Quinn’s articles, editorials, and fictional dramatizations of court decisions involving unusual crimes centering on obscure points of mortuary law. And even though Quinn retired as editor twenty years before his death in 1969, De-Ce-Co continues to reprint his editorials today, a lasting tribute to the author’s posthumous expertise on the subject.

In 1942, at the beginning of World War II, because of his legal and journalistic experience, Quinn was recruited by Military Intelligence to work at Andrews Air Force Base, near Washington, D.C. It was his job to edit and sanitize secret military communications before they were released to various government agencies and to the newspapers. Busy as he must have been, the record shows that he still managed to do a little pulp writing on the side—for, during the war years, more than a dozen Quinn stories appeared in Weird Tales, not to mention other markets. One of the best of them, ‘Is the Devil a Gentleman?’ (1942)—included in this collection—concerns the hanging of a New England witch granted the power to exercise compassion from beyond the grave.

After the war, Quinn picked up where he left off, as a journalist and occasional legal consultant. More significantly, however, during this period, although he would produce a few more de Grandin stories for Weird Tales, he would also publish some of his best non-de Grandins, most notably the hauntingly wistful ‘Masked Ball’ (1947), in which—demonstrating still-undiminished powers of invention—the experienced pulpster deftly portrays the ‘dead’ as being fearful of the living.

Five years later, however—almost as if fate were stalking him—when the Korean conflict erupted in 1950, Military Intelligence called Quinn back to active duty for a third time, keeping him at his post during the ensuing Cold War years. Nevertheless, even during this period, he still managed to write a handful of stories for Weird Tales, not all of them, however, up to the high-water mark reached in his prime. Finally, time beginning to take its toll, a series of minor strokes in the 1960s impaired his vision and forced him to retire from his job with the military for good.

Quinn will no doubt be best remembered for his very best pulp writing, especially for the superb fantasies gathered in this special, representative collection of his—for the most part—never, or rarely, reprinted work. All of them were first published over a period of some twenty-five years in Weird Tales, for which Quinn wrote 159 stories and articles, making him by far Weird Tales’ most prolific contributor. Only August Derleth, with 139 stories (a handful of them collaborations), ever came close to matching Quinn’s prodigious output for the same magazine.

During his lengthy career as a pulp ‘writer’ (a term he preferred to that of ‘author’), Quinn did not write exclusively for Weird Tales—nor did he limit himself to writing just horror stories. He also churned out—between 1919 and 1952—reams of detective, oriental, fantasy, and jungle-adventure stories, along with a few Westerns. And, despite the sheer volume of his production, he was clearly quite successful at marketing it: for on one occasion, years after his creative tide had subsided, when Derleth asked him for an unpublished story for an upcoming anthology he was assembling, Quinn replied that he went through his file cabinet and was sorry to report that every one of the 550 stories he had written had been sold.

Just where and when the majority of these non-Weird Tales stories were published we may never know. Many of the old pulp magazines have faded into dust, and the more obscure titles have never been completely indexed. In addition, Quinn himself didn’t help matters by failing to leave behind any records for his many magazine sales. In fact, several years before his death, he destroyed all of his correspondence because he ‘didn’t feel it was important’, and sold off his sizable book collection. All that remained, according to his son, Seabury Quinn, Jr., was a file cabinet of manuscripts that Quinn’s second wife took with her to Boston after his death, a possible treasure trove never seen again. As a matter of fact, no one has either seen or heard from Margaret Child Quinn herself in nearly a quarter of a century.

Fortunately, not all of Seabury Quinn’s prodigious output lies ‘lost’ in the moldering pulps. For during his lifetime, a few representative samples of his best work were reprinted in hardcover, primarily through the efforts of August Derleth. After reading each other’s work in Weird Tales for nearly twenty years, Quinn and Derleth finally began corresponding in the early 1940s.

In 1939, Derleth—in collaboration with fellow Weird Tales writer Donald Wandrei—had founded Arkham House for the express purpose of collecting in book form all of the writings of his mentor and friend, H. P. Lovecraft, widely acknowledged as the successor to Edgar Allan Poe.

Derleth had heard that Quinn knew Greye La Spina, another of the Weird Tales school of pulp writers, and asked for her address, so that he could make arrangements for Arkham House to reprint some of her work. As it turned out, Derleth not only published La Spina, but also did two Quinn books as well: Roads, a delightful fantasy about the creation of the Christmas legend, which (illustrated by Virgil Finlay) appeared in 1948, followed by The Phantom Fighter, a 1965 collection of ten Jules de Grandin stories, slightly modernized by the author for book publication.

Unfortunately, Quinn just missed seeing publication of a third hardcover edition of his work, Is the Devil a Gentleman? (Mirage Press, 1970), the contents of which he had hand-picked as his favorite stories—none of which, it should be noted, featured Jules de Grandin, a possibly significant omission, the implication being that Quinn might have regarded his ‘little Frenchman’s’ huge popularity with Weird Tales readers (who couldn’t get enough of de Grandin) in much the same way that Arthur Conan Doyle was said to have resented Sherlock Holmes ultimately eclipsing the reputation of his other ‘more serious’ writing.

Nevertheless, whatever Quinn may have felt about de Grandin, his plucky little phantom-fighter refused to die with the pulps. By the middle ’70s, much to the delight of his legions of admirers, he was back, in a Paperback Library set of six volumes (including The Devil’s Bride, the only de Grandin novel), which contains approximately a third of the ninety-three de Grandin stories. And, although it would take another quarter century, the irrepressible psychic sleuth has once again escaped pulp oblivion: for in 2001—encouraged by its success with Weird Crimes & Servants of Satan, issued three years previously—The Battered Silicon Dispatch Box (Shelburne, Ontario, Canada) brought out The Compleat Adventures of Jules de Grandin. A lavishly produced major reprinting of the ‘entire’ Weird Tales de Grandin series, these three hefty volumes, printed on acid-free book paper, will no doubt help to keep the canonical works in print long after every surviving copy of the ‘Unique Magazine’ itself has turned to dust.

Also included in The Compleat Adventures is The Devil’s Bride,2
a full-length Jules de Grandin story, and the only Quinn novel to see print during his lifetime. However, at the time of his death, he did leave behind the manuscript of a second, unpublished novel, Alien Flesh, expanded from an earlier short story.3 Completed sometime back in the late ’40s, for a publisher who went by the wayside, the manuscript of Alien Flesh gathered dust in the author’s files for years. A decade later the same publisher recovered and expressed renewed interest in the book, but by that time Quinn had changed his mind, saying it was too dated. His widow, however, disagreed, and seven years after Quinn’s death she consented to its publication. Reading Alien Death (Philadelphia: Oswald Train, 1977) today, one can see the merit of both positions. But despite its being somewhat episodic and overextended, the story is still richly rewarding reading, both for its Oriental opulence of style and its astonishing insights—even for modern times—into the fundamental divide between the male and female psyches.

As a writer, Quinn excelled in creating strange and original stories of necromancers, werewolves, vampires, devils and witches, and other night creatures (such as those in this collection). Although, in less capable hands, such themes can become repetitious and predictable, Quinn’s vast knowledge of esoteric legends and myths, and his uncanny storytelling ability, have kept his tales fresh decades after they were written. He did not write horror just for its shock value, although many of his most successful stories still deliver an undeniable jolt even today. Instead, he dug deeper than most of his fellow Weird Tales writers, in his best stories probing for both the ‘mind’ and ‘heart’ of the ‘monsters’ stalking his nightmare tales. And, even more striking for us today, he had a rare gift, the ability to create ‘night creatures’ possessed of a surprising compassion, one that keeps them memorable for us long after story’s end. This can be seen in tales like ‘The Gentle Werewolf’ (1940), where a true lover’s kiss proves stronger than the curse of lycanthropy, and in ‘Two Shall Be Born’ (1941), in which an ex-con is rehabilitated by the ageless love of a thousand-year-old woman—and these are only two of the poignant horrors in Night Creatures that you will remember for a long time.

Peter Ruber

Oakdale, NY

Joseph Wrzos

Saddle River, NJ

January 2002








 





 

 

 

The Golden Spider

 

 

I

How Knots Grow in a Soul

 

FOURCHETTE SAT SPINNING in the sun before the cabin door. It was a poor house, built of mud and wattles, with gaps and cracks in its walls through which winter winds and summer tempests came at will, but it was hers and Jacques’; at night the firelight heartened it, and there were dusky corners where her dreams could find a lodgment.

Fourchette was happy. Contentment shone in her eyes like a candle’s glow reflected through a screen, and her little triangular face framed in its shock of saffron-yellow hair was like a flower set upon a tall slim stalk; for her kirtle of coarse linen was bright green, and fitted her slim-waisted, narrow-hipped young body as a wheat-husk fits the grain. Under her left arm the distaff rested, the spindle-stone twirled merrily beneath the agile practised fingers of her right hand as she paid the combed fleece from its skein and twisted it into an ever-lengthening cord of crewel. From where she sat she could look clear across their little croft and over to the wide domains of the seigneur where, beyond the patch of forest land where spotted deer could sometimes be seen in the shadows, her Jacques was laboring in the field to pay their quit-rent to the lord.

Her Jacques! A serf and villein in the lord’s field and the castle base court, by her side he was a king. For him she saved the best their meager board afforded, the crustiest of the bread, the richest, fullest piece of honeycomb, the breast of fowl when they ate meat on holidays and high feast days. They had been wed almost a twelvemonth, she and Jacques, and before their wedding they had passed almost five years in courtship, working, saving, scrimping to amass the necessary silver angel with which to buy their right to marry free from the lord’s bride-bed privilege; now they were on their way to being solid farmerers. They were not rich enough to keep a cow, but already they had several sheep, and three lambs graced their flock. A she-goat with a little scampering kid and a bold, strutting cock who led a harem of six speckled hens, together with a hive of bees, completed their livestock, and close beside the dooryard was a little patch of pasture land and a field of ripening wheat. They had been bold to plant a crop so long in growing, for who could say what moment raiders would come riding down among them, trampling down their growing grain and robbing them of any chance of garnering it? Yet le bon Dieu had been good to them, their corn was ripening in the sun, their flocks were multiplying, their quit-rent would surely be paid. Next year, perhaps, they could afford a bench and some stools, and after that a cow, or even two, take up another hide of land; then, if the sweet Lord willed it so, there would be children, pretty daughters and strong sons to make their little house into a home and strengthen their declining years.

The clatter of shod hooves against the stony roadway leading to the height on which the feudal castle stood broke through the snatch of song she hummed. Gay in velvet doublets and high boots of Spanish leather, with their long sword-scabbards clinking on the rowels at their heels they came, and Fourchette’s blue eyes brightened. What woman since the world began has ever seen the glittering array of martial panoply without a quickening of the pulses? She recognized most of the company, Sir Giulio du Lac, bronze-bearded, copper-haired, and smiling, a gentle chevalier who sat above the salt at the seigneur’s table; Messire Osmond and Messire Pindare, esquires almost ready to receive the accolade and golden spurs of knighthood; Marcellin and Hyachinthe and Fabien, adolescent pages nearing squirehood, forward, brash, and pugnacious as young cockerels whose spurs had just begun to sprout. Besides them were several other gentle lads and young men, all brave in forest-green and gold embroidery, and laughing hugely at some merry quip which one of them had made.

Fetlock-deep they splashed into the purling waters of the little brook that ran between the sown land and the pasture plot of Jacques’ small croft, and one of them burst into song:

Nicolete o le gent cors,


Por vous sui venuz eu bos . . .

 

‘Grand Dieu!’ the singer broke his song and tightened rein as he reached the brook bank. ‘What have we here? By sainted Denis his head, ’tis a pretty chit!’ The bright, hot blood rose like a tide through Fourchette’s throat and cheeks and mounted to her brow, for she was suddenly the focal point for twenty dancing, merry eyes.

It was Pindare who spoke, the brown-eyed, black-haired, olive-skinned Messire Pindare who had come from Outremer to serve his squireship with Raymond de la Montagne, lord proprietor and seigneur of the estate to whose soil Fourchette and Jacques were nailed as serfs. Now, as he rode his horse across the little garden-plot of ripening corn, his eyes were shining with combined amusement and anticipation.

‘Nay, little mistress, be not frightful,’ he soothed as he drew rein in the dooryard and slipped down from the saddle with a merry clink of sword on spur. ‘We do but crave a dish of sweet, cool milk from your fair hand. Put by distaff and spindle and bring us a drink, I beseech thee.’

‘Nay, Messire—milord—your worship,’ Fourchette dropped a frightened curtsy, ‘we have but one jug of milk. The mother goat gives but a little, and the kid is ever hungry——’

‘Say you so in God’s truth?’ Pindare interrupted. ‘Why, then, ’tis easy to increase thy supply and give thee fresh meat at the same time.’ With the slightly grating hiss of metal scratching metal his sword flashed from its scabbard, and in two strides he had stepped across the doorway to the goat which nursed her wobbly-legged baby, seized the kid by a hind leg, and struck its head off with a single quick blow.

‘Ohé, le pauvre!’ screamed Fourchette as the headless little carcass twitched and quivered on the hard-packed earth. ‘My little one, my poor one, my sweet innocent!’

With an outraged bleat the mother goat whirled round upon the murderer of her offspring, drew her hooves together, and launched herself like a small thunderbolt. Taken by surprise, Pindare went down before the furious onslaught, attempted to get up, and sprawled again beneath the impact of the maddened goat’s wild charge.

‘Bravo, Mamman Chèvre!’

‘Encore—to the attack again!’

‘A golden leopard Pindare flees!’

‘Taken, and another that he wins the joust!’

Laughing, shouting, wagering, his companions made a ring around Pindare and the goat while Fourchette knelt upon her doorstep with her hands pressed to her mouth to stop her unavailing screams. The kid, the increase of their flock, was gone, and now the mother—the agonized, half screamed, half moaning cry of the goat drowned the men’s wild shoutings. Pindare had gained his feet and as the goat charged at him hewed her forelegs off at the knees. Now he leaped upon the crippled beast with iron-studded boots, staving in her ribs before he finished her with a slash of his blade.

The circle opened to permit the victor’s exit, and the squire held his bloodied sword out to Fourchette. ‘Wipe me clean this blade, wench,’ he commanded, ‘then bring us drink. We have already tarried overlong at thy hovel.’

She dried the sword upon her gown and handed it back to Pindare, then, weeping, went to fetch the crook of goat’s milk from the spring.

From lip to lip the beaker passed until it came to Fabien, the youngest of the pages. Raising it, he pledged the company:

‘To your health, Messires!’ drained it, then dashed it on the ground so that it broke into a dozen fragments.

‘Messire!’ in desperation Fourchette dropped to her knees at Sir Giulio’s feet, ‘bid them be tender with our things, I prithee! We be good and lawful tenants of our lord the seigneur, our rent is paid upon the term-day, and all is given him which lawfully is his. Are we not entitled to protection in return?’

His laughing gray eyes looked into her tear-filled blue ones. They were high-spirited, these lads; it was pleasant to observe their harmless pranks. ‘So much is bound to be paid to the seigneur as of right,’ he answered, speaking slowly, as to a dull child, ‘but he may take the rest too, if he likes. You are serfs of the body, you and your husband; you and all you have are his, and may be taken for his use and pleasure, or the use and pleasure of his servants. These be retainers of the seigneur, woman. They do but exercise his right of prehension in his absence and by his leave.’

Two of the pages seized her underneath the arms, raised her to her feet, and urged her, half running, half falling, to the hut. They paused a moment, kicked the door back, thrust her across the threshold.

 

 

II

Ad Diabolum

 

Fourchette knelt by her bed. Her fresh green gown was torn almost to tatters and soiled until it looked like a pot-rag; her long bright hair poured round her face and spilled in a bright pool upon the cabin’s earthen floor. Her arms were stretched across the broken bed, her fingers interlaced. Tears were rolling in big, slow drops down her cheeks. She did not sob or move in any way; she just knelt there, as still as if she were a carven figure of repentant Magdalene. Once or twice a heavy, hard breath rasped between her teeth, but it was neither sob nor moan, only the instinctive sighing of a body in which the soul has been crushed. Her world was broken into fragments as irrevocably as the pitcher which the thoughtless page had smashed; their little patch of corn was trampled in the earth, their goat was gone, their kid was gone, their house dishonoured . . . and she . . .

Wearily she raised herself, holding to the broken bed for support. A mile away the river bawled and shouted through a gully set with saw-toothed rocks. There was her goal and destiny; no other refuge offered, there was no other place for such as she. She took a step and almost fell prone on her face; her tortured, fragile limbs could scarce support the dreadful burden lodged within her breast. Strange that a broken heart could so outweigh a whole one.

‘Adieu, mon Jacques,’ she murmured as she took a second painful step, ‘for this world and the next and all eternity——’

‘And are you really bent on self-destruction, little pretty Mistress? Nay, ’twere a foolish thing to do so soon!’ Softly, scarcely louder than the soughing of the breeze across the wheat fields, the words came to her, seemingly from just before her faltering feet.

She glanced down. There he stood, a small figure, no taller than a hand’s-span, with long hooked nose and goggle eyes, hunched back, protruding chest. Dressed all in brilliant red he was, from tiny pointed shoon to the little curve-peaked cap, for all the world an animate replica of the puppet Punchinello she had seen a troupe of jongleurs from Italy present in their play of Pontius cum Judaeis at the carnival last Shrove Tuesday. But she recognized him, a follet—one of the small goblin-folk of whom her mother and her grandmother had whispered tales; little people who invested fields and forests, coming into human dwellings only stealthily at night, sometimes to bring a boon of money or help the housewife with her work, sometimes, if they were not made welcome, to wreak mischief on their hosts. Harmless little folk they were, not always truly good, but very seldom really bad. The gracious kindly God must tolerate them. She had heard of them since infancy, but never had she seen one, and now she was afraid—terribly afraid. The parish priest had warned her of them. They were truly demons, emissaries of the Arch Fiend’s self, bound by a righteous sentence to live until the Day of Judgment, then to be cast with Lucifer the Proud into a lake of everlasting seething brimstone. Meanwhile, anyone who trafficked with them or even failed to drive them off with prayers and invocations to the saints was guilty of a mortal sin; more, whoever saw a spirit would forthwith be stricken dead, or blinded, at the very least.

And so she was afraid. Her small teeth ground together, her insides seemed contracting in upon themselves, her breath was still, every nerve and muscle in her body was as taut as a lute-string while she stood waiting for his next word.

Nor was it slow in coming. ‘Is there nothing you could ask of life, small mistress mine, no wish which you could name, that you are resolved to quit the good green earth thus suddenly?’

Outraged anger burned the welling tears from Fourchette’s eyes. ‘Aye, that there is, three things, i’ sooth, but what can I, a serf and serf’s wife, do to gain them?’

‘Mayhap,’ the little fellow wagged his small ungainly head, ‘mayhap I can accomplish them for you, my little pretty one.’

Fourchette remembered tales they told of Claude the miller’s son’s grandsire. Like Jacques and her he had been but a self-plowman, and like them he had struggled against poverty, want, and privation. His crops were filched, his house was wrecked, his only daughter carried off, all ‘for the service of the seigneur’. Then one day as he toiled behind the plow he cried in bitterness of heart, ‘Oh, if the clod I turn would only show a treasure underneath, enough for us to buy our freedom! The carven saints look on in stony silence when we make our plaint to them; if only the kind Devil——’

From underneath the very clod his plowshare grated through a little man all dight in red rose suddenly, and standing in the furrow asked, ‘What would you of me, then?’

And straightway, when the plowman told him of his plight the little Red One pointed to the earth, and there the poor serf saw an earthen pot which when he tore its cover off proved to be full of coins, not brass, as were the few groats which the villein saw on rare occasions, not silver such as merchants clinked upon their bancals at the city fairs, but broad gold pieces minted with the signum of St Louis, enough to buy their freedom from all quit-rents from that day, and with sufficient left to buy the water-mill on which the grandsire and his son and grandson lived in ease and luxury ever since. Folk said that at the end old Claude was snatched alive to hell by a great, fearsome fiend, and that his son died screaming pleas for mercy from a host of demons, seen by him alone, that hunched in deadly menace round his sick-bed. But did not the priests declare that many should be called but few chosen for salvation? What if one were among the host of the rejected already? Did not old Claude choose wisely? Damned though he was for all eternity, at least he had had ease and comfort in this world, and so did his son after him. Perchance he would have been damned anyway, and if he had rejected the fiend’s offer——

The still, frail voice of the small red-clad man came to her, as from a great distance. ‘What would you give, my little, fair Fourchette, if I could promise you the three things which you crave: revenge on those who have so spitefully entreated you, honor for you, and affluence for yourself and your husband—behold him, how he toils and moils from sunup to sundown, yet makes no progress. Today the great folk from the château trampled his small patch of garden, killed his milch goat and his kid, broke his ewer, and used you for a plaything. How will he pay the quit-rent when it falls due? How will he feed you and himself? He can no more. He and you must die of very poverty unless——’

The little voice stopped, but the small top-heavy head wagged at her, and the tiny, ugly face smiled knowingly. ‘We can save him, you and I. We can make him great and powerful, a man feared and respected; we can make you powerful, so that all who displease you shall bite the earth, so that all folk, from the smallest to the greatest, shall fear you. What would you give in return for these things, my little pretty mistress?’

‘What can I give—what have I? Our little store of wealth is gone; my body is a shame and a reproach to me; my soul—alas, my soul is burned to ashes in my breast!’

‘Nay, little mistress, say not so. Truly, your soul is a small thing, of little worth to you, of none at all to God, else He had not let such things befall you; but to me it is a pretty trinket. Come, give it to me, and all that I have named shall be yours, aye, and more too. I will give you things which in your simple innocence you have not conceived of.’

‘But, little man, you are so wee——’

‘Give that which I do crave of you, and you shall see me grow unto my rightful stature. Are you content? Is it a bargain?’

Despite her misery she smiled. This little Puckish fellow, this Hop-o’-my-Thumb whom she could cover with her cupped hands as with a tent . . .

‘Great sir, if you will make these gifts to me I am your servant for all time. You shall be my master and my God, and I shall have none other. Gracious to me shall be the light of your countenance, and all your services sweet duties of delight.’

‘Then down upon the earth and do me reverence. Pledge me your soul for all time and eternity; vow yourself to my service without let or restraint!’ The voice of command grew and swelled. Like the diapason of a mighty organ when the stops are opened and the force or harmony turned forth without restraint, it swept through the small, darkened hut until it shook the mud-daubed walls and seemed to raise the rush-thatched roof.

And as the voice enhanced so did the speaker. Like a shadow lengthening in the evening when the sun slants down behind the shoulders of the mountains he magnified until he was as great as a man, an ox, a war-horse—until his head pressed on the ridgepole of the roof and his shoulders hid the wall from sight. Nor was he now the little comic Punchinello with hunched back and ugly good-humored countenance, but a tall and august presence, garbed in red, with a close-fitting coif from which his face looked forth in solemn, awful majesty, unsmiling, but not cruel; sad, but more thoughtful than morose; arrogant and proud, but with a certain look of understanding and compassion in it.

As the awe-inspiring change went forward Fourchette dropped upon her face, and with forehead pressed against the cabin’s earthen floor adored him, grovelling. She did him homage in accordance with the Templars’ rite, naming him her prince, her master, and her lord.

He bent and breathed upon her, and his breath was like the rushing of a mighty wind. It burned her like a fire and froze her like a raging winter tempest at the same time.

She would have shrieked aloud at the agony of it, but her throat was stopped, her tongue was paralyzed; she could neither scream nor speak nor move.

Then, quickly as it came, the torment passed away. She was lying prone upon the cabin floor, alone. There was neither giant fiend nor tiny brownie with her. All was as it had been when she rose to throw herself into the river.

But was it? She glanced toward the bed. It had been broken by the squires’ and the pages’ rowdy play. Now it was whole and sound . . . or had it really been crushed? Her green gown showed no rents, no stains. From the dooryard came a quick, impatient bleat. She ran stumbling from the cabin, and saw before the door the she-goat with the kid beneath her, nursing greedily, its small tail wagging like a reed blown by the wind. Scarecely crediting her senses she rushed to the spring. Safe, whole, and filled with curdling milk the pitcher stood in the cool, limpid water. The corn waved in the rising evening breeze. There were no tracks of wanton horses in it.

Fourchette fell on her knees and joined her hands in thanksgiving. It had been a dream, a hideous nightmare. Sir Giulio and his squires and pages had not ridden by, the goat and kid were sound and well, she had not suffered indignity, her soul was still her own. ‘Praise be to Thee, most gracious, gentle, loving—’ she began, and stopped upon the word. She could not call the name of God, however hard she sought to frame it.

 

 

III

Satan Makes a Payment

 

Presently came Jacques home from the field of labor, his face all pale despite his haste, his breath a rasping whistle in his throat, his clumsy wooden sabots clattering on the flints of the pathway.

‘Fourchette!’ he called, all out of breath so he could scarcely find the power to cry her name. ‘Fourchette, my little one, my babe, my treasure, are you truly here, and safe?’

She came out to meet him from the cabin, white arms outstretched, bright hair agleam, her eyes alight with joy at his return. ‘Yea, husband mine, my love, my life, my all,’ she answered him, ‘why should I not be here and safe? Know you not I have a mighty champion and protector?’

‘Oh, aye,’ he replied as he gathered her into his arms, ‘the blessed saints watch over us, but sometimes meseems they nod in their vigil. Guillaume the cotter’s wife was set upon by gallants from the seigneurie this afternoon, and so abused that she lies at death’s door. His little garden patch was trampled underfoot, his kid and milch-goat slain, and his stone ewer broken by a sportive page. They told me that another party of the gay young gentlemen had come this way . . . oh, Fourchette mine, my heart has been a stone within my breast all day since I heard that. Thou art my love, my life, my breath, my heart’s-blood, and the light of mine eyes. . . .’

He drew her to him, holding her in his embrace as the dusk enfolds the fruit it guards, and she, her head upon his shoulder, murmured soft, meaningless words, the kind of words women have used since time began for comforting their children—or their men.

From the great tower of the château on the hill a bell boomed sonorously, slowly, solemnly, as though it paused to catch its breath and sob with grief between each stroke. One—two—three—nine times its brazen throat cried out its peal of sorrow; a long pause, then another ninefold chant of woe. Nine tolls marked a man—and ten times nine the passing bell had tolled before the little cavalcade splashed through the brook and mounted the steep roadway leading to the castle, torchlight reddening the harness of the men-at-arms and casting fearful, creeping shadows on the grassed land by the roadway.

Jacques ran down to the water-ford and hailed a varlet who led a pack animal. The load the beast bore was wrapped round in a long winding-sheet of linen, and through the whiteness of the fabric showed the stain of fresh-spilt blood. ‘What passes, Héraclide?’ he called.

‘Alas, it is the good Sir Giulio de Lac, and Messires Ormond and Pindare—they and their company of seven other pages and esquires were set upon by the thrice-cursed Patrinonnes as they rode through the wildwood, and cut down to a man. May God have pity on their souls, and on the souls of all good Christians!’

‘Amen,’ responded Jacques, and signed himself with the Cross.

Jacques was long at his devotions that night, giving thanks that he and his had been spared the cruel fate of Guillaume the cotter and his wife, thanks that his humble home still stood intact, especially that he still had Fourchette in her beauty and sweet innocency.

Her prayer was brief but heartfelt as she knelt beside the crude bedstead before she crept between the coarse flax sheets and into Jacques’ embrace: ‘Tenez, Messire le Diable, if so be we have made a pact I thank thee for the earnest-money thou hast paid. Thy full requital on my bond shall be made when thou makest demand. Meantime, thou shalt pay through the nose. Amen.’

 

 

IV

Wealth, Health, and Happiness

 

Consternation reigned throughout the Pays de la Montagne; the seigneur had declared his quit-rents be paid in money, not in kind. Never in the memory of a living man had such a thing been asked, for to the wretched serfs who tilled the fields and worked the roads, drew water and hewed wood one day—and sometimes two—in every three in their lord’s service the sight of a brass farthing was rarer than a glimpse at a blue moon. Many passed their whole lives without ever handling a coin. How should they obtain cash now to meet their lord’s demands? Geese, hens, sheep, goats, and even cows were driven to the town for sale, the peasants stripped their poor homes of the barest rudiments of comfort to raise the pelf for their quit-rents.

Jacques was in despair. All year he’d toiled to save enough to buy two stools and a bancal for their home. Now not only must he toss this little hoard of copper on the checkered table of the seigneur’s steward, the sheep must go to the money-changers, and the goat and kid as well; perhaps also their little brood of chickens and their hive of bees. Then wherewith should they feed themselves when icy winter came?

Fourchette smiled confidently. ‘He who watches over us will surely see we are not left in desolation,’ she encouraged. And when he asked her how it was she put such faith in the saints who maugre prayers and entreaties had made no move to help Guillaume the cotter’s wife when she was sore beset, she only smiled the more and kissed him and replied, ‘You will see!’

And see they did. One week before the rent fell due, as Jacques was laboring in the field his mattock clinked on metal as he struck it in the earth, and there before his startled eyes was a small iron casket, brimful of silver angels; enough to pay his quit-rents for a five-year term, with something over to lend poor Guillaume the cotter, who had nothing left to put in pawn to raise the rent the lord demanded.

Their fortunes grew apace. Fourchette went to the market town each handsel day, at first with a few eggs and a cast of wheaten bread in a small wicker hamper, later with a flock of chickens and a pile of fresh-spun woolen yarn, and always the best trade was hers. Buyers seemed to come to her instinctively and she sold at any price she chose to ask, nor was there any bickering.

When Jean the cobbler, long collector of the seigneur’s moneys from the peasants, was caught red-handed in a defalcation and summarily hanged by the neck, the seigneur cast about for his successor, and elected Jacques to sit beneath the feudal tree each Saturday and settle accounts with the little folk. Surely, reasoned Sire Raymond, a man who can lay by a store of sixteen silver angels in a single year, and on a daily wage of nothing, would be the very one to squeeze the last groat from the farmerers and crofters.

Fourchette’s heart swelled with pride. Her Jacques, but yesterday a grubber in the fields, was now a little lord in his own right, sitting—sometimes harshly—in judgment upon the very men who aforetime had looked down on him because he had but a few sheep and some goats while they had cows and even horses in their stables.

But they were lonely in their new grandeur. The neighbors louted low to them when they passed by, but they were avoided and shunned. At first they felt a thrill of pride at this, but soon the isolation of their station saddened them. The castle gentry scorned and hated them, especially Fourchette. Somehow the story of the visit of Sir Guilio and the squires and pages to her house—and the fate that overtook them afterward—leaked out, and while they feared to offend her lest misfortune strike them, too, they named her witch and devil’s-mistress in private. Their former gossips held no traffic with them—when has the tax-collector ever had a friend? Their only safety lay in the lord’s favor, and this was measured strictly by the money they leeched from the peasants for him. So, between the hatred of the serfs and suspicion of the gentry they lived hemmed in by dangers in the midst of awful loneliness.

 

 

V

Three Golden Hairs—Three Hundred

Golden Leopards

 

‘I tell thee, man, thou must raise it!’ Sire Raymond de la Montagne glowered at the cowering Jacques. ‘Silver will no longer serve, I must have gold, two hundred golden leopards, and by this day fortnight.’ Sir Raymond meant to make a brave show when he joined the King to drive the English back into the sea. He must have fine weapons from Damasco, horses of pure Arab blood, arms and armor for his men-at-arms, and a silk tent for his own use when camp was made. Such luxuries were not to be had in all France, but they could be bought in Outremer by those who had the price, and for the price he needed gold, not silver.

‘But, good my lord,’ the wretched Jacques pleaded, ‘where am I to find gold? Have I an army which can raid it from the Flemish cities—where am I to dig the earth to find its treasures?’

Sire Raymond looked at him, and there was little friendship in his glance. ‘See thou to it,’ he replied. ‘Mayhap the place where you found silver to pay five years’ quit-rent in advance will yield another hoard. But comes it from the peasantry or Jews, or from the Devil’s coffers, I will have the sum of two hundred gold leopards, or’—he glanced up at the battlements—‘you see yon embrasure? The rope you may not see, but it is ready. Lay in my hand two hundred golden leopards ere the fortnight passes, or by’r Lady thou shalt dangle out of one at the other’s end. Make thy choice and go thy ways, my Jacques.’

 

Abarbanel the banker squatted on the floor of his counting-house. His cap was jammed awry upon his head, covering one ear, leaving a patch of white hairless scalp exposed upon the other side; his gabardine was ripped to tatters, his plaited gray beard stained with blood. When he put trembling hands up to his cheeks as he rocked to and fro, blood welled from crushed fingertips. ‘Oi!’ he murmured miserably. ‘Oi, oi, oi!’

A knocking at the door aroused him for a moment, but he sank back, keening, on his haunches as the portal swung back and a woman entered. With rheumy, lack-luster eyes he looked at her. From crown to heel she was enveloped in a hooded cloak of rough green stuff; he could not say if she were young or old, base-born or noble, he knew only that from the shadow of her updrawn camail her eyes burned at him like twin points of blue flame, and that something feverish had seemed to come into the room with her.

He felt a sudden fear. Two hours since the armed men of the count had gone away, but—the chilly little fireless room seemed stifling with a sudden heat—even their rough cruelty had been less frightening than this woman who stood glare-eyed like Medea of the heathen fable. . . . ‘What would ye of me, Lady?’

‘Two hundred golden leopards upon such usury as you may name!’

‘Two hundred leopards!’ He looked at her in dismay. ‘How should I have so much, or even one-tenth of it? Behold my empty, bleeding gums. The soldiers of the count have just been here, and jerked my teeth out one by one to force me to disclose the hiding-place of my gold—oi! See my maimed hands. They laid my fingertips between hewed boards and jumped on them until the blood burst forth as it had been tears shed from grieving eyes, but . . . think ye I could have withstood such torment if I had a store of hidden gold to buy them off?’

‘Yea, that do I,’ she answered simply. ‘I know your breed, good Jew; I know that only in the might of gold can you and yours find protection. I know full well that rather than consign your wife and children to a life of penury you would let them tear you limb from shuddering limb with red-hot pincers, and keep silent.’

She let the capote of her cloak fall back, and down around her shoulders spilled a cataract of what seemed minted gold, so bright and yellow was her hair. ‘Behold, good usurer, if you will let me have the loan I crave, I’ll pay you back with interest of a half-part, and’—the glare in her eyes was intolerably bright—‘those who tormented you shall die the death ere they have reached the count his castle’s barbican.’

‘How? Will you strike them with a curse, Milady?’

She drew a little phial from her dress, set her teeth in the cork and opened it, then poured a scruple of black liquid in her cupped palm. ‘Look, Jew,’ she ordered as she held her hand out to him. ‘Gaze into yon pool and tell me what it is you see.’

The inky liquid seemed to cloud with gray, as though a drop of cream had been spilled in it; then it boiled suddenly, and from it came a little puff of acrid steam that stung his eyes until they watered, but through the tears he seemed to look down a long vista at the end of which a wooden bridge was swung across a torrent which ran howling through a rocky gorge. He saw a little troop of horsemen clatter out upon the bridge, and at their head he saw Hans Peter, captain of the count’s Swiss mercenaries, at whose orders his teeth had been plucked out as a child or lover plucks the petals from a daisy when he seeks to know his fortune. He saw the cavalcade ride to the center of the bridge, saw the stout timbering of the causeway break as if it had been reeds beneath the weight of the mailed hooves, saw men and horses tumble through the wreckage to the rocks that seemed to gnash like teeth of a voracious maw. . . .

‘Are you satisfied, good usurer?’ he heard the lady’s mocking voice.

‘Nay, Lady, what I saw may have been sooth, or may have been a wish which took on seeming as I gazed into the liquor,’ he answered cautiously. ‘How shall I know Hans Peter and his fell crew perished thus?’

She smiled—a thin, slow smile. ‘Before the horologe upon the Town House sounds the curfew you will have confirmation of your vision, Jew,’ she told him. ‘If it cometh not, forget I ever asked a loan of you, but if it comes, bring you the gold to Jacques the steward’s house within the hour, and you shall have repayment with full usury before a fortnight passeth.’

 

The tale of how the count’s men perished stem and branch when the bridge crashed under them was bruited through the city streets that evening, and shortly after sunset Abarbanel came to Jacques’ house with two hundred golden leopards. ‘What will you give in pledge of payment, Lady mine?’ he asked Fourchette as he put the metal in her hands.

She smiled on him again, and he felt little chills of terror chase small thrills of fright up his spine as she pulled three hairs from her head, knotted them together, and dropped them in his open palm. ‘Put them in your strong box, usurer,’ she bade, ‘and at the hour of sundown this day seven-night open the casket and see what you shall see.’

Grumbling he shuffled back to his house. Too late for regrets now, she had the money . . . but she had shown him how Hans Peter and the count’s men died, perhaps . . . he was a fool to trust such things, but he would put the three hairs in his strong box. . . .

The sun had scarce had time to sink behind the gambreled roofs when, one week later, he rushed to his treasure chest, undid its fourteen locks, and flung the lid back. Where three golden hairs had rested on the notes of hand and foreign bills of exchange were now three piles of golden coins, three hundred leopards minted with the sign of English Edward’s majesty—his loan repaid with half again the principal for usury.

 

 

VI

‘. . . and an Haughty Spirit Before Destruction’

 

Fourchette had been a pretty girl, but with maturing womanhood she flowered royally. Her dazzling fairness was always set off by a gown of green, her wondrous hair was plaited in two long, full braids that fell below her knees; she wore bracelets of fine gold on either wrist and round her neck a chain of beaten gold as heavy as a fetter. Men marveled at her fascination and admired and obeyed her without question. She was a woman of fire, her face was a pale flame, her eyes blue lightning-flashes, her speech a shower of scintillating sparks. As by a miracle Abarbanel the usurer had become open-handed.

Tight-fisted, grasping, holding out for ruinously high interest with all others, he lent money in whatever sum she asked without demur. She it was, and she alone, who kept the château solvent by her credit with the Jewish banker. No demand the seigneur made was too fantastic, he needed but to voice his wants and straightway she supplied them. Nor—miracle of miracles!—did Abarbanel ever press for payment; indeed, the only thing that seemed to give him greater pleasure than renewing an old loan was making fresh advances.

Sire Raymond had gone to the English wars, and with him rode his might of knights and squires and men-at-arms. In his absence the Lady Iseult, chatelain of the castle, ruled his house and lands and people, and: ‘I will have naught of this Jacques jackanapes and his proud upstart wife,’ quoth she. ‘Too long my lord has let them have their high and mighty way, collecting rents and tribute-moneys from our people, factoring loans from usurers, and holding back a noble portion of the whole for their own behoof. Henceforth I will be both reeve and bailiff, overseer and collector.’

So Jacques was driven from his seat beneath the feudal tree and the proud Lady Iseult took his place upon the bancal to receive the seigneur’s moneys. But however nobly born she be, a woman is a woman still, and the tenants slacked in payment of their rents, and presently the harvests failed, and the English took Sire Raymond captive and held him for a mighty ransom, and when the lady chatelain approached Abarbanel with demands for a loan, he would not let her have a groat until he had an earnest-payment on the principal and interest which was long past due. They resorted to the mild persuasions of the times, and then he swore he was a ruined man with only a few pence laid by to feed his starving wife and children, and persisted in this stubbornness until he fainted three times under torment. So, at her wits’ end for the necessary metal, the Lady Iseult left him swooning on the floor, applied the torch to his house and in no highly Christian temper called upon Fourchette.

Not as villein-wife to her lady, nor as equal to an equal, but as superior to suppliant Fourchette received the Lady Iseult. She kept her waiting in the chilly common room for more than half an hour, and when she finally appeared made no obeisance to her noble visitor, but addressed her coldly, almost with contempt. ‘I know full well you come to me because all other means have failed you, Milady. You are hard-pressed for money, and in desperate case. Hear, then, the terms on which I will relieve you: My man shall be restored to his reeveship, but with authority to collect moneys from the gentle, as well as the base-born, and for his service he shall have the third, no longer a fourth merely, of the moneys he collects. Whenever business calls him to the château all shall do him honor, from the highest to the lowest, and at his approach the horns shall blow and all the castle guard turn out. Me you shall greet with gentle courtesy, and all your people, from belted knight to scullery lad, shall lout low at my coming. These be my terms, Milady, and not for less will I procure thee one stiver.’

The Lady Iseult ground her teeth in rage, but poverty takes no denial, and her need was very great. So she curtsied low to Fourchette, as to a bishop or a princess, and went her ways in silent anger.

Next day five thousand silver pounds were paid in her hand by Abarbanel the usurer.

 

 

VII

A Doctrinal Discussion

 

They made high holiday at the château, for Sire Raymond, ransomed from the English, had come again to his own place. Above the common table where the squires and men-at-arms were seated rose the seigneur’s board, and on it were heaped brimming platters of roast meat and fowl, fish, comfits, sweetmeats, and marchpane, while the pages passed from bench to bench with silver flagons of strong, heady wine.

Beside the Lady Iseult sat her chaplain Frère Ambroise, and by him Frey Tomás de Astorga, fresh from Prague and Cologne, where his zeal as Grand Inquisitor had spread terror and dismay in every witches’ coven between the Rhine and Elbe. ‘Meseemeth thy shrewd powers might be used to good purpose in this our city, good father,’ Lady Iseult told the dour Spaniard. ‘There walks one amongst us who might merit thy investigation. But five years since she was a serf’s wife, toiling for her keep like any of her kind, but suddenly she blossomed forth with sudden wealth, and since that day the times make fair for her. Does any lack for gold? Only through her may the Jewish banker be approached; to others he turns a deaf ear—myself have been denied a paltry loan by him—but at her word he opens up his coffers and disgorges precious metal as if it had been brass or copper. When others’ crops failed in the blight her corn and vines bore bounteously; when the black death stalked our towns and countryside she walked forth unafraid and unscathed; yea, though the best and holiest of all our folk were smitten by the plague.’

‘They say she never goeth to the minister,’ added Frère Ambroise. ‘’Tis true she is reputed to give much to help the parish poor——’

‘The poor we have with us always,’ Frey Tomás interrupted. ‘Did not the blessed Master say as much—aye, and scornfully rebuke those who would have had Mary Magdalene’s embrocation sold to buy bread for them?’ He helped himself to a fresh portion of spiced ox-tongue. ‘It is no work of merit to give bread unto the hungry. If it were heaven’s will that all men should be fed, then we should have no poor, but it is stated explicitly that the poor we shall have with us always. Methinks it might be judged defiance of divine purpose to alleviate their condition. If heaven had not willed that they be poor, then they would not be poor; but since their poverty is obviously by divine decree, whoso maketh them less poor, even though it be by giving them no more than a dry crust, thwarts heaven’s will, and is therefore no better than a heretic. And since all witchcraft is a species of heresy, it follows as the night the day that heresy is also a form of witchcraft, and Holy Scripture saith expressly, “Thou shalt not suffer any witch to live.” Dixi.’

Frère Ambroise scooped a ladleful of stewed lamprey into his platter, sampled it, and found it vastly to his taste. ‘’Tis a dreadful thing to contemplate the progress which the Devil maketh,’ he said piously, speaking somewhat thickly, for his mouth was overful with victual. ‘Since the scandals of the Templars were exposed, ’tis hard to say in what guise Satan will next manifest himself. Against him and his servants only one thing avails, the stake.’

Frey Tomás gulped a cup of wine. It was not as good as his own native sherris, but ’twould pass. ‘Excellently spoken, reverend sir,’ he agreed. ‘Thou sayest very well, indeed; but in our work among the wizards of the Reich and Bohemia we found that the stake itself is not always sufficient. Were it not better that the erring soul be purified and purged by fasting, contemplation, and mild discipline for a time, so that at last, although the body be destroyed by fire, the better and immortal part be saved? To burn the adjudged witch or warlock is indeed needful, but if the sinner be burnt in his unrepentant pride he may well go in seeming triumph to the stake, and thus set a bad example to the people.’

He beamed with Christian love upon the Lady Iseult. ‘If you, Milady, in the goodness of your heart would undertake the task of working on our erring sister’s stubborn heart, setting her for some years in a sweet retreat to which you only had the key, you might by proper loving adjuration and the imposition of indulgent discipline bring her to a state of grace, so that, chastened, meek, and humble, she might at last shame the Foul Fiend and go rejoicing to the stake, a ransomed soul.’

‘Perhaps’—the Lady Iseult had not thought of this before—‘perhaps my lord would not consent. He is somewhat beholden to the witch-wife.’

‘He must consent, Milady.’ Thus the chaplain. ‘If the woman truly be a witch—and good Frey Tomás who is expert in such matters tells us that she doubtless is—why, then, it is his duty to consent. For the sake of his good, lawful vassals who have had no traffic with the Evil One, and for all the countryside, it is his duty to have her delivered up for trial.’

‘But alas, we have no court ecclesiastical to hear her case,’ the Lady Iseult objected. ‘Where shall we find a warrant for her apprehension——’

Frey Tomás answered soothingly. He was a man of law as well as of God, and knew his way among the mazes of juridical procedure. ‘If the erring sister be put in restraints—of the proper sort—and kept in peaceful contemplation for a time, her better nature will at length assert itself, and she will gladly make confession of her error and denounce herself as one of those who has had dealings with the Arch Fiend. Then there will be no warrant necessary. Self-confessed and self-accused, she may be brought before the Prince Bishop for instant sentence and delivered to the secular arm and the purifying fire without delay.’

 

 

VIII

The Cage is Prepared

 

Sire Raymond rode out hawking the next morning, and in his absence Lady Iseult had a busy day. In the ambulatory between the barbican and inner wall of the château was an old well, not used since the great cistern had been dug in the forecourt, and thither Lady Iseult and her stone mason and his varlets repaired. The well was housed in a small lodge of stone, but there was light enough to permit work. At Milady’s orders they set a strong iron grille across the well’s base, a foot or so above the water level, strung an iron dipper by a strong chain to the grating, then proceeded to erect a vaulted dome over the well top, taking care to leave a two-foot hole in it. In this they hinged an iron cover and secured it with a massive lock and hasp. So well the caitiffs worked at Lady Iseult’s urging that the sun was but four hours past the prime when all was done. Then Milady had compassion on the mason and his crew, and bade them come into the hall and cool their gullets with a stoup of wine.

The drink was slightly bitter, but a dusty throat excuses lack of flavor, and so they drank not one, but several cups. After that it remained but to bury them in a convenient trench, for the venom in the wine was very potent, and they all died quickly, though not painlessly.

 

Fourchette was very happy. Five years and more had sped since she made her compact with the Evil One, and they had been good years, full years, years packed with peace and plenty. Now came power. The Lady Iseult, albeit with bad grace, had restored Jacques to place and favor, he was treated like a grandee when he went to the castle, and even she, Fourchette the villein’s wife, a mere serf of the body, was entreated courteously, knights and squires doffing their headgear in her presence, lesser folk genuflecting as to a lady born when she passed by. Her status was assured. With the wealth of Abarbanel to back her and the power that money gives within her hand she had no longer any need of Satan, or his aid. Tomorrow she would seek the parish priest and make confession of her error, submit to such penance as he chose to inflict—be sure, Fourchette, it will not be a heavy one when you declare your intention of a gift sufficient to build a new church and furnish it with painted windows and a silver reliquary set with gold and precious jewels!—then, once again a Christian in good standing, she would take her place among the elect of the town.

Poor Satan! She had used him shabbily. He had kept his bargain to the letter; all her enemies had perished miserably, she who had been a serf and villein’s mate was now become a great lady. Almost she could feel it in her heart to pity him . . . but he was such a fool . . . why should one keep her compact with the Devil when she might have all that he offered, and give nothing in return?

Hark! What was that clamor at the door? A sudden gust of roaring tempest? How the stout oak panels shook! The iron staves that held the portal fast seemed bending under a tremendous force! Could it be a mob collected, bent on sacking this fine house of hers? They would not dare—all knew how any who offended her met quick misfortune. . . .

‘Ha, Jezebel, foul witch, vile myrmidon of Satan, we have thee!’ The groined roof echoed to the pounding of mailed feet, the firelight flashed on sword and partizan and ax. They pounced upon her like hounds on the fox when he is run to earth. Hemp chafed her tender wrists, a soldier knocked her two-horned bonnet off and spurned it with his foot; another snatched the golden chain from round her neck. A dreadful, searing pain against her face—another—they had torn the long gold pendants from her ears, dragging flesh and gold away together. A page-boy darted from the mass of men-at-arms and with his dagger slit her fine green robe from waist to hem. Two other half-grown lads rushed up, long dog-whips in their hands, and swift and pitilessly fell the whistling lashes. Her bodice had been ripped away and red, thick welts formed on her tortured back, while all the noble company laughed in high glee as she fell shuddering to the floor. But the pages whipped her up again.

‘On thy feet, witch! Would you make us carry thee to thine abiding-place?’

Before the Lady Iseult’s feet Fourchette knelt down upon her knees and bowed her head in all humility. ‘I do beseech your Ladyship to grant me boon of covering. Do not, I prithee, drag me forth into the streets all naked.’

A square of sacking, foul with stable-soil was brought and draped about her lash-marked, trembling shoulders. ‘’Twill be enough for thee, witch-wife; there’ll be small need of dainty raiment in the place to which thou goest!’

 

 

IX

Fourchette’s Lace

 

The blackness of the dungeon was so absolute she could discern no difference between open and closed eyes. If she stood in the center of the grating she could touch the stone walls of her prison each side with her out-stretched hands, nor did she need to hold her arms full-length to do it. If she stood on the grating . . . but she could not. The roof was too low to permit her to stand upright, and though she was a little woman she could not lie full-length in her cell. Sitting was the only natural posture she could assume; she could neither lie stretched out to sleep nor stand erect to ease her cramping muscles, and the blackness . . . the unutterable, inky blackness! She felt as if she smothered, it was pressing in on her like something solid; so she screamed and beat her head against the stones until she swooned, and when she came to it was still around her, crowding, bearing down upon her, suffocating her with its solidity.

She realized where they had put her. It was an oubliette, a forgetress, an in pace—for such they humorously called the lightless, almost airless dungeons where the living dead were immolated to go slowly mad if they were luckless, or find quick oblivion and surcease in insanity if fortune favored them.

Creeping across the grating with exploring hands she found the chain to which the dipper swung. Pulling it up from the brackish water, she drank. It was foul and slime-scummed, but it eased her throat, rasped raw with futile screaming, and she drank and drank again. How long had she been there? She had fainted when they brought her to the château and informed her she must spend a term in pace and would be released on one condition, that she own herself a witch and go forthwith to the stake. When she came to, she had been here—how long? Time stands still in utter darkness; she might have lain there for a day, a week—no, if she had been there so long she would feel the pangs of hunger, for she had not eaten. . . . She crawled across the grating on bruised hands and knees again. What was that her fingers touched? Something cold and sleek and greasy. She recoiled in horror from the loathsome thing; it felt like dead flesh.

She raised her fingers to her face, smelled them. It was flesh. Roast meat. And she was hungry, ravenous. Wolfishly she gnawed the bone, worrying it until no scrap of meat was left on it. Then, replete with food, she slept.

 

A little light shone in the darkness. No, it was not light, it was a blacker blackness, the dim outlines of a form more solid than the solid gloom of the unchanging night that filled her dungeon. ‘Fourchette!’ The voice was soft and musical; a little sad, a little mocking.

‘Yea, lord!’ She recognized it, though she had not heard it since that day in her unwindowed cabin when she made her pact with hell.

‘You are in evil case, my little one.’

‘I be in evil case, great sir, but I have no one but myself to blame. Had I not considered cheating thee——’

His almost soundless mocking laughter silenced her. ‘What would you give to be freed from this place?’

‘Alackaday, great sir, what have I left to give? My body and my soul are thine already——’

‘Yea, that I know full well. You have erred and strayed from my ways like a lost sheep, and are no more worthy to be called my bride, but I have pity on you for the service you have done me aforetime. Pluck out ten hairs from your head and weave them into a spider-web. It will not be an easy task, and many times you’ll fail at it, but if you persist you will come at last to success. When at last the work is done and a web woven to my liking—then we shall see what we shall see. Farewell awhile, Fourchette.’

Furiously she plucked the hairs from her head, eagerly she set to work to fashion them into the pattern of a spider-web. In the blackness of the dungeon she could not see what she did; before she’d worked for half a minute she had snarled the strands past hope of disentanglement. Ten more hairs, a quarter-hour’s work in blindness, another hopeless snarl. Still she persisted, pulling hair on hair, starting each new piece of work in high hope, ending in despair as black as the air of her dungeon.

 

Up on the bright green earth where sunrise followed sunset and season took the place of season four years passed into eternity. In the lightless dungeon where Fourchette toiled endlessly, four times four thousand years seemed to have passed. But she took no count of time, for time had long since ceased for her. Work, sleep, eat rotting meat when it was thrown to her, drink foul, stinking water from the dipper chained to the grating—that was her program, and it varied not at all from one year’s end to another’s. She was almost wholly bald, for hair on glowing golden hair had been snatched out for her weavng, yet always, soon or late, she spoiled the work. Three times a week the Lady Iseult came to the dungeon, undid the heavy lock which held the iron cover in place, and dropped a chunk of rotting meat into the cell. ‘Are you ready to confess your sin and go to the stake now, witch-wife?’ she called each time she threw the stinking food down. But there was never an answer. In the darkness she could descry Fourchette bent at work, but Fourchette did not see her. Like one possessed she wove and knotted hairs into the pattern of a spider-web, and long ago her optic nerves had atrophied. Light and darkness were all one to her.

At last she sank back on her haunches, smiling in the blackness. A perfect web had been constructed, free of tangles, knots and snarls. ‘The work is done, great sir,’ she murmured. ‘Your handmaiden awaits your judgment.’

She felt his touch upon her hairless head. A sudden fiery thrill ran through her, followed by an icy chill. Somehow, she had changed, but how she did not know. She knew only that the dungeon seemed to have expanded mightily; it was vast as a great castle, and—she could run up its smooth sides as easily as she could creep across the grating of its floor. Also, for the first time in so many years she could not count them, she could see a little—not very well, but still a little. She could make out the joints in the masonry, and they seemed as wide as highways. Slight irregularities in the squaring of the stones now seemed like hillocks to her. Had the dungeon really grown to giant size, or had she shrunk until she was no larger than the little faery folk who spun their dainty cloths by moonlight?

 

‘The time is come, Milady,’ Chaplain Ambroise said. ‘Let us fetch our erring sister from her place of contemplation and repentence. Tomorrow the Prince Bishop burns a hundred witches and warlocks, minus one. It would be a dainty gesture for us to complete the tale and make an even hundred penitentes for the auto da fé.’

They ringed about the dungeon entrance with their swords and partizans as if they had come out to take some savage beast or strong and fearsome robber instead of one weak woman—and her blind.

‘By’r Lakin!’ cried a soldier as they threw the dungeon cover back. He struck at something with his pike-blade, missed it, and crossed himself with more piety than he’d shown in many a day.

‘What was it, Jouffroy?’ asked the Lady Iseult.

‘Naught but a spider, Milady. It must have made its dwelling in the dungeon with the witch-wife, and been frightened by the sudden light. Folk say their bites are poisonous——’

‘Spider me no spiders, varlet. Get thee down in yonder hole and drag me out the foul witch.’

But though the soldier Jouffroy searched right diligently, and others after him, they found no trace of Fourchette.

And what became of her nobody ever knew.

The Lady Iseult’s holiday was spoilt completely. She had promised the Prince Bishop one more witch to burn, and she could not make good her promise.

 

Perhaps this is significant: In that part of France which was once the ancient Pays de la Montagne the peasants call a cobweb jeweled with morning dew ‘la dentelle de Fourchette’—Fourchette’s lace.








 





 

 

 

The Gentle Werewolf

 

 

SPRING HAD COME TO GALILEE and summer was not far behind. Already the plain of Jordan was showing brown and bare, a desert of dun sand and dust with here and there a patch of wiry goat-grass, but in the foothills of the Lebanons the fresh soft verdure washed the slopes with a green tide that broke into a froth of blossoms on the flat crests of the knolls. Southward, in Cairo the Magnificent, the Sultan Baibas plotted war, but the citizens of Acre paid small heed to warnings brought by spies and friendly Arabs. Since Saint Louis and his hard-fighting blades sailed for France in 1245 they had lived in constant peril of the Paynim; yet their basalt walls had broken wave on wave of Moslem soldiery—and it was spring. Why worry over rumored wars when the soft breeze played among the branches of the orchards, the soil smelt sweet and warm, and the larks and linnets piped their minstrelsy in every coppice?

The men-at-arms on watch at the Gate of Saint George waved friendly greetings to the little company of youths and maidens who clattered through the tunneled entrance and out into the sunlight burnishing the high road to Tiberius. Six of them there were, two noble squires and the young knight Gaussin de Solliès, and with them three maids of the highest blood of Outremer.1

They rode without attendants, for the Peace of Jerusalem still held and they had no fear of Paynim raiders, and this was Beyond-the Sea, not France, and chaperonage was an institution strange to them. Like their cousins overseas they were, yet strangely unlike, for while in France and England maids toiled at the broidering-frame and youths rode forth on raids or hunted in the forests where the sun was cold, and few of them could form the letters of his name, these children weaned in Palestine were born to luxury and reared in ease. Their Western manners warmed and softened by long contact with the East, they had escaped the thrall of crudity, abysmal ignorance, and uncleanliness of Europe’s mediaeval thousand years without a bath. Unguents spiced with scents from Cathay and Persia were theirs; the Arabs’ vapor bath was part of their routine; once a week at least skilled masseurs came to tend them; not less than once a month a eunuch barber or deft woman shaved their bodies till they were as free of surplus hair as those of newborn infants.

A dozen people served them: merchants from Damascus and Baghdad brought them cloths the like of which were seldom seen in Europe; scores of dark-eyed Syrians were at their instant call; courteous Arabs and sleek Greeks had taught them prosody, philosophy, and rhetoric. They spoke—and read and wrote—French, Arabic, Latin, and Greek with easy interchangeability.

As they mounted the first range of foothills young Gaussin touched the gold-bossed bridle of his saddlemate. ‘Wilt tarry beneath the trees with me a while, Sylv’ette?’ he asked. ‘There is somewhat I would say to thee.’

The girl looked at him, smiling, and drew her Arab pacer’s rein. A moment later, as their friends rode down into the farther valley, they walked their horses to the grove of flowering almond trees and Gaussin leaped down from his saddle to take the girl’s slim foot in his hand and assist her to dismount.

Since Adam first looked into Eve’s eyes there has been no woman in creation who could not tell when she was about to receive the offer of a man’s devotion, and the telegraph of Eros warned Sylvanette de Gavaret. A flush as delicate as the almond blossoms overhead spread up her throat, across her cheeks, and on her high, white brow. She looked at him, eyes wide, lips parted; she was breathing faster as he took her hand, slipped off the pearl-sewn gauntlet, and kissed her fingers.

No chevalier’s kiss this, no mere salute of gallantry, but homage, worship utter and complete as that of worshipper before a shrine.

‘Sylv’ette ma drue!’ he paraphrased the Arthurian romance, ‘Sylv’ette ma mie, en vous ma mort, en vous ma vie! (Sylvette my little bird, Sylvette my dear, in you my death, in you my life).’

Her eyes were soft with love and trust as she laid her other hand upon his crisply curling auburn hair and capped the verse in a voice scarcely louder than a fluttering breath:

‘Bel ami, ainsi, va de nous!


Ne vous sans moi, ni moi sans vous!


Fair love, let  us together be,


Not thou sans me, nor I sans thee!’

 

He looked up, wondering incredulity in his eyes. ‘Lovest thou me, then, Sylv’ette?’

‘With all the heart of me, my Gaussin.’

Time and life are one, eternity is different, immeasurable; and eternity, though but an instant clipped from time’s relentless dial, was theirs as they exchanged their first kiss. He drew her to him slowly, unbelievingly, and the utterness of her sweet self-surrender was almost terrifying as she leant against him, lips apart, and offered him a kiss that shook him to the final cell and fiber of his being. She groaned softly, as in pain, went flaccid in his arms, then tightened her arms round his shoulders, pulling his face down to hers, pressing against him until he felt the flutter of her heart as it beat echoes to the pounding of his pulses.

Afterwhiles they sat beneath the almond trees on a net of spangled shade, the coiling fronds of the new grasses cool against their hands. The delicate odor of the almond blossoms came to them, and the warm scent of fern-grass. Beneath its overtone of pink, with the verdure of the sward below, and the bright blue of anemones to punctuate it, the orchard might have been a fragment of the Magic Carpet of the Arab story-tellers, torn off and drifted here to light among the foothills of the Lebanons.

At noon they rose to their knees and, hands joined piously, recited the sweet salutation of the angel to the Blessed Mother while the bells of half a hundred churches, and the chapels of the Templars and the Hospitalers, and the convents of the nuns and friars rang the angelus. Afterward they broke their fast with pasties of spiced meat and comfits washed down with Cyprian wine, and washed their hands in a small brook that clattered over pebbles round and smooth as doves’ eggs. Then she must lave her white feet in the brooklet, and he must be her tiring-woman and her body-servant and dry them on the linen of his mantle, and claim a kiss from both her insteps for the service, and a mailed and bearded knight from the Hospital, as he rode by on his high black charger, smiled at them as he heard their laughter, then wiped a tear-drop from his eye. But he could not tell if he wept for them because they were so young and inexperienced, or for himself, because he had neither youth nor illusions left.

At last the soft blue dusk of early evening settled in the valleys. They rose, and while he put the harness on the horses she watched him with love-brightened eyes. A lovely creature, this Sylvanette de Gavaret. Just turned sixteen, and lissome as a willow withe, she made each movement with a sort of lilting, questing eagerness. There was lyric loveliness in every motion of her long and supple body, in the undulation of her narrow hips, the rondure of her high firm breasts. An Arab ancestress had willed her the black hair that in some lights seemed to have an iridescence like a blackbird’s throat and the great dark eyes, soft and appealing as a gazelle’s, with something hesitant in their velvet depths. But the long, slim lines of her, the fair white skin through which a delicate tracery of blue veins showed and to which no sun, however ardent, could bring a touch of tan, were heritages of pure Norman blood. Brought up in Outremer, child of the mingled customs of East and West, she dyed the almond-shaped nails of her hands and feet bright red with henna and emphasized the depth and power of her great dark eyes by shadowing their lace-veined lids with kohl.

The shimmer of her silken tunic was like the pale bloom of her skin, something that belonged to her, and no one else, and the dark amethysts of her ear-rings, like the amaranthine jewels of her necklace and the great carved amethystine signet on her forefinger, seemed to echo the soft somberness that hid the inward glow of her fringed, plumbless eyes.

She shuddered slightly, as if stricken with a sudden chill as he led up the bridled Arab barbs. ‘Art cold, my sweetling?’ he asked with a lover’s solicitude.

‘Nay, love of mine,’ she answered with a smile that brought the hidden fires of her deep eyes to sudden glowing. ‘’Tis that I hate to say farewell to this dear spot. Would that we might be like this alway, have this one day frozen into an eternity.’

He laughed and kissed her as he swung her to the saddle. ‘’Tis but the dawning of our day of love, yah Shadjar ad Darr—O Pearl-Spray’—he used the Arabic love-term as naturally as if he had been born beneath the shadow of the Crescent. ‘As good Queen Balkis said to Solomon the Great, “The half hath not been told thee”.’

He broke into a snatch of song as they rode down the highway and dipped into the purple-shadowed valley: the romance of Bisclavret penned by Marie de France for the pleasuring of English Henry:

‘Bisclavret a nun en Bretan


Garulf l’apelent li Norman . . .’


‘The Bretons call it Bisclavret,


In Normandy they say Garulf, in England werewolf . . .’

 

‘Ah, no, my love, sing not that frightening ditty, I entreat thee!’ Sylvanette signed herself fearfully and looked about her with a shudder. ‘The werewolf is a devil-creature to affright the hardiest, and we are far from home——’

‘O thou sweet small coward,’ he laughed teasingly, ‘art thou truly frighted of the werewolf while I ride thus beside thee?’

‘Nay,’ she answered with an echoing smile, ‘not truly. But the bisclavret affrights me sore. In all the host of Pandemonium there is no monster like unto the werewolf, methinks. By’r Lakin, I chill from heart to skin at very mention of its name! I cannot bide a wolf-pelt nigh me, since it reminds me of the hateful loup-garou [werewolf].’

They trotted through the vaulted portal of the tower-gate under echoing walls that picked up the sound of their horses’ hooves and hurled them back with thunderous volume, and came into the street beyond. In the evening cool the city was astir. Beneath striped canopies of sail-cloth, Syrian merchants spread their stocks of rugs from Mosul, glass from Damascus, linen sewn with pearls from far Baghdad, jeweled saddle-cloths from Shamakha, carpets from Bokhara vivid as a hasheesh-eater’s dream.

Upon the Square stood the Cathedral, first a church and then a mosque and now again a church, staunch with the trinity of its great oaken doors and Gothic strength, vivid with the glow of sanctus light and candle, calm now, and quiet, as if it dreamt of peace amid a world still echoing with the clash of arms and battle-cries and shuddering under rumors of new wars.

Here she bade him leave her, for he must report at the citadel before the evening angelus had rung, and afterward he must bespeak her father for her hand, while she would fain kneel at the altar of the good Saint Anne and ask her intervention when the landless knight besought the heiress of de Gavaret for wife.

He looked back with a wave as she went up the steps, and she turned to him, white hands held out in farewell, eyes upraised and very wide. A sudden gust of evening breeze pressed her silk robe against her body, defining it as though it were a statue suddenly released from the rough marble, and she raised her hands and pressed them to her breast and leant herself toward him. With lips apart and eyes tight closed, she leaned toward him, then turned and made her way with slow steps through the shadowy ravine of the great door. At the threshold she stopped for a moment, wound her scarf of tabby silk turbanwise about her head, then tiptoed to the niche in the north transept where the altar of the blessed Anne of Bethlehem was set.

The evening shadows had grown deeper when she emerged from the great church. Little feathers of dusk were drifting through the streets; a sort of brassy, unreal twilight filled the air. She tossed a groat to the small half-caste boy who held her horse, swung the barb around so she might mount the saddle from the horse-block at the curb, but paused with foot upraised as a little scream of almost human agony came to her. She looked about. Nowhere, either in the Square or in the streets debouching on it was there any sign of life. Then the scream came again, and she looked into the shadow cast by a buttress of the cathedral wall and saw a filthy, ragged figure squatting.

Bridle looped in elbow, she approached the crouching form. It was a woman, brown of face and wrinkled as a frosted apple. Her cloak was patched and quilted with a dozen different-colored scraps of rag, and round her neck and on her filthy, scrawny hands were ornaments of tarnished metal. Between her knees she held a writhing, quivering jackdaw at which she mouthed with toothless gums.

‘What saith my lord the Count, thou imp of Satan?’ she demanded. ‘Did not I send thee to his tower to overhear his counsel with the Master of the Templars? Tell me that which passed between them, or by Barran-Sathanas I’ll pluck thee bare as any pigeon ready for the pastry-cook!’

‘Let be!’ Sylvanette commanded very sharply. ‘How darest thou, in the very shadow of God’s house——’

Her brave words slackened, faltered, for the old crone raised her wrinkle-puckered face and looked at her with fixed, set, staring eyes, void of expression as if they were set in a corpse’s face. Yet in the dark they seemed somehow to glow with inward phosphorescence, like the pale light given off by long-dead things that rot in swamps and quagmires.

‘And who are thou to give directions to thy betters, wench?’ the crone demanded. ‘Pass on, or feel the vengeance of La Crainte——’

‘Wench?’ Fury drove all fear from Sylvanette. ‘Thou darest call me wench, thou foul harpy?’ She brought her riding-whip down on the rag-patched shoulders of the crouching hag. ‘That for thy insolence! Unloose yon poor bird instantly, or——’

Once more her voice failed, for the old woman was addressing her in a low, squeaky whisper: ‘How long wilt thou continue in the form of a woman, wretched creature?’ She rose, drew a flask from her girdle, and from it poured a little liquor in the palm of her cupped hand. ‘Take the form I give thee’—she hurled the liquid into Sylvanette’s face—‘and retain it till’—she rose and brought her withered, wrinkled lips against Sylvanette’s ear, whispered something in a tittering, malicious breath, then slapped the girl on both cheeks with her open hand.


 The liquor the old hag had thrown in her face stung like vitriol, scalding Sylvanette on brow and cheek and chin. The fire of it seemed spreading through her veins until she felt as if she were bound to the stake with blazing faggots heaped about her. The world was spinning crazily on a loose axis; time stopped, and breathing with it. She was gasping, choking, dying. She dropped upon her knees, then to her hands. The scarf wound round her head fell uncoiled to the pavement; her gown and shoes and gauntlets hung and flapped about her. An itching, tingling and unendurable as nettle-stings, spread over her entire body. Her eyes stung so she could not wink without sharp, stabbing pains in them. She raised a hand to soothe her smarting lids. . . . O, mercy, heaven! No hand, this, but a broad furry paw, long-nailed and terrible—a wolf’s foot!

She screamed in horror and dismay. ‘Woo-hoo-oo-oo-hoo!’ Deep-throated, rising in a slow crescendo, then sinking from a howl to a wail, and from a wail to a low moan, the ululation of a wolf’s bay sounded eerily, and from every kennel in the city came an answering chorus, yelps, growls, barks of dogs which answered the long howl with fear or fury.

‘Begone!’ The witch spurned her. ‘Go seek thy kind, and’—a high, cruel, cackling laugh—‘remember how thou mayest find release!’

Panic seized her. Home! She must get home, see the good Père Botron, have this foul witchery taken off with bell and book and holy water. With long, swift, silent leaps she raced along the darkling street, but somehow the quick summer darkness which had settled on the city seemed less dense. The horologe had struck the sunset hour long since, lights were glowing in the windows of the houses, here and there a cresset burned against a wall; but the darkness seemed no more than a deep twilight as she loped with long, swift, space-devouring leaps toward the Château Gavaret.

She was almost at the portal now. At the gate stood Guilhen, sergeant of the watch, leaning on his partizan, gazing with indifferent eyes at a cat that stalked imaginary mice in the shadows. She made toward him as to a shelter in a tempest. ‘Guilhen, old fellow, it is I!’ she attempted to cry, but:

‘Woo-hoo-oo-oo-hoo!’ a wolf’s howl split the gathering darkness.

‘Saint Mary’s mercy on all sinners!’ Guilhen almost let fall his partizan at sight of the great beast that rushed toward him. Almost, but not quite. In a moment he had gathered back his wits and aimed a devastating blow at the brute. ‘Wolf or demon, natural creature or bisclavret, have at thee!’ he shouted. Then, to the guard within the château: ‘Ho, there, a wolf runs in the streets! Bring bows to shoot it down!’

‘Guilhen, Guilhen, ’tis I, the Lady Sylvanette ensorcelled by foul witchcraft!’ the wretched girl screamed, but only horrid growls and marrow-chilling howls came from her mouth.

Now a twanging like a plucked harp-string sounded, and an arrow clipped against the pavement by her feet, and a quarrel from a crossbow struck fire from the paving-stones behind her.

She turned and ran for dear life, for the guard was turning out, and the arrows screamed and whistled past her ears like hornets when their nest is disturbed.

Through the streets she ran, the clicking of her nails against the paving-flints in time with the wild beating of her heart. Now she was at the gate of Saint George. The great valves had been closed but the postern still swung open to admit late travelers.

‘Ho, there!’ a porter cried. ‘A wolf comes; close the gate, ’twill yield a noble pelt!’

He seized the chain to draw the postern shut, but like a driven arrow she sped past him, out upon the moon-washed highway toward the foothills of the Lebanons whence two hours earlier she and Gaussin had ridden.

Panic raced beside her and fear ran at her heels as she swept along the road until she reached the orchard-plot where she and Gaussin had exchanged their vows. There she sank whimpering on the grass, her sides expanding and contracting with her tortured breathing. Her throat was burning, parched and dry with dust. She rose wearily and went to the brook where she had waded after noonday meat. The moon shone on a little pool of still water as she bent thirstily above it, and she shrank back, sick with fright and horror. In the mirror of the brooklet she had seen herself—her broad face gray-furred, eyes green and glowing in the moonlight, white fangs agleam, long pink tongue lolling from a black-lipped mouth.

In bitterness and agony of spirit she wept, and the long-drawn, eery belling of a wolf’s howl sounded through the night: ‘Woo-hoo-oo-oo-hoo!’

 

Gaussin de Sollies was making a meticulously careful toilet. In almost feverish haste he replaced the woolen hose and doublet with silk garments, and in place of the white linen surtout drew a mantle of fine damask over his small-clothes.

He buckled a gold-studded belt about his waist and lashed a light curved cimeter to it with a gold chain. Finally he dashed rose water upon his hair and beard and clapped a velvet cap upon his curling red-gold hair.

He was asking much when he demanded Sylvanette de Gavaret for wife, he realized, but as he looked into the Byzantine mirror of polished silver he knew that he had much to offer.

Not in lands and gear—the good Lord knew otherwise!—but in person, and certainly in prospects. He had traveled far and fast. While most youths of his age were still serving as squires, he had worn the golden spurs of knighthood almost four years, and yet he had just passed his twenty-second birthday.

Godson—some said love-child—of the Bishop Gilles de Saucier, he had been reared in the episcopal palace at Tyre, learning all one destined for the church should know, and many things a cleric had no right to think of. In his fourteenth year his patron died, but he had made good friends who saw him placed in service with the Warden of Antioch, where he straightway left all thoughts of robe and tonsure and addressed himself so aptly to the arts of war that before he reached his sixteenth year he had been made a captain, and in his eighteenth summer had won knighthood for bravery in the field. Two years’ captivity in Cairo had made him well-nigh as familiar with the Paynim soldiery as his own, and despite his youth he was as welcome at the council table as he was at the head of his troop of mounted men-at-arms. Red-haired, blue-eyed, and ruddy-faced, he was pure Norman to his fingertips, but Norman overlaid with Eastern culture, and with his forthright Frankish nature tempered and diluted with a subtlety that came from long association with the Greek and Arab. A man who had come far in a short time and would go farther, this; no maiden’s father need reproach him for his lack of lands, those would surely come with ripening age, and meantime he could offer youth and strength and ardent love.

He went forth seeking no one-sided bargain, he assured himself as he mounted and rode leisurely toward the Château Gavaret, and his interview with his beloved’s sire.

 

Hilaire de Gavaret, Lord Constable of Acre, sat at late meat upon the terrace outside the square keep of his walled house. The Galilean moon encrusted rooftops of the lower houses and the spires and turrets of the greater buildings with a coat of silver; a slim, soft-footed page renewed the red Greek wine in his cup; impassive Syrians held their torches high and washed the terrace with a flow of orange light that veiled the stars. Hilaire drank deeply, but not thirstily. Rather, his drafts were like those of a man who seeks to drown his apprehension. At dining-time he had been startled by the howling of a wolf outside the house, and wolves in a walled city were as rare as monks who liked not victuals or soldiers who cared naught for loot. At first he had been sure his ears deceived him, but when the sergeant of the watch assured him that he saw the beast and that it tried to force an entrance to the house he felt a chill of apprehension.

When Sylvanette was but a babe in arms an Arab sand-diviner had foretold that ere she reached the full bloom of her womanhood some great misfortune would befall her, and the wolf’s cry at his door seemed like an omen. Thrice he had sent a messenger to his daughter’s bower. Three times the word brought back had been the same.

She had ridden to the foothills of the Lebanons with a company of young companions, and had not yet returned. Who had been her saddlemates? Her tiring-women could not say, but they believed young Gaussin de Solliès was one. Small wonder if he was. The lad was like Sylvanette’s shadow. Presently he would come suing for her hand, belike, and Sire Hilaire would inquire what he had to feed a wife withal, how he proposed to equip a house and provide bread and meat for retainers. Then with a show of great reluctance he would yield, and give them his blessing, for Sylvanette’s dowry was enough for two, and he was widowed and without another heir. By the blood and bones of good Messire Saint James, he liked the lad, and——

‘My Lord,’ a Syrian servant bowed with deference at his elbow, ‘young Captain de Solliès begs for admission——’

‘Bid him come, and quickly,’ interrupted Sire Hilaire. ‘By sainted Denis’ sainted head, ’tis time he brought my daughter home!’

‘Holà, good Messer Jackanapes,’ he greeted Gaussin as the young knight stepped out on the terrace, ‘what ill wind blows thee hither? Or belike it is a good breeze wafts thee here, and thou art come to tell me that thou leavest for Antioch or Tyre or Constantinople. The blessed saints in Paradise grant that it be a right good distance——’ While he was speaking he looked toward the doorway to the house, made sure he saw the flutter of a gown, and smiled more broadly.

So that way lay the wind, eh? The wench was hovering in the offing while her lover made his request for her hand? Now for the aspect of a stern, uncompromising sire! He choked a chuckle rising from his belly and put on a fierce look. ‘What would’st with me, sirrah?’

‘It is about thy daughter, Messire,’ Gaussin replied nervously. ‘I am come to——’

‘My daughter, quotha? And where is she? Report has come that thou rode off with her this morning while the dew still sparkled on the grass. Say, hast thou brought her back unharmed?’

The blank expression on the young man’s face brought his mock-bluster to a halt.

Gaussin was looking at him open-mouthed, something like dawning terror in his eyes. The muscles tightened at the angles of his jaw, his fingers clenched the carved arms of his chair as if they clung in desperation to a tower parapet. ‘She—she is not here?’ Fear, consternation—utter panic—forced the question from him.

For a moment they stared at each other, young knight and old campaigner. Their eyes met and nothing moved in their faces. It was as if each looked at a graven image incapable of looking back.

At length Sire Hilaire licked his lips and spoke in a voice hard and raucous as the sound of ripping parchment. ‘Say’st thou that she rode out with thee and thou hast dared return without her?’

Gaussin looked at him helplessly. He had left her at the cathedral before the sun went down. The streets were well patrolled by men from his own provost guard; besides, who would dare offer affront to the daughter of the Lord Constable? But he had left her—alone—to make her way unguarded and without escort through the darkling evening. True, she had wished it so, but he was a knight, sworn by oath unbreakable to guard all gentlewomen placed in his care until the sword fell from his unnerved hand.

‘Messire,’ he began, but the Lord Constable’s bellow drowned his faltering explanation.

‘By holy Michael his most puissant lance, thou callest thyself knight, thou cur, thou scurvy knave, thou false poltroon!’ His ruddiness gave way to a gray pallor as he leveled a taut forefinger at Gaussin. ‘Report thyself in close arrest to the Lord Provost, sirrah. Tomorrow I lodge my complaint before the Court of Chivalry—the good God grant me life until I see thy name struck from the roll of true sir knights!’

 

All night Gaussin paced his quarters. Hour after hour he walked a frustrated diamond-shaped pattern on the black and white marble tiles. Inside his ears, as if it echoed from his broken, empty heart a cry reverberated: ‘Sylvanette!’

Only this morning—or had it been a thousand years ago?—they were so happy in their new-found love. Now . . . ‘Sylvanette—Sylvanette!’ the syllables of her name reproached him, mocked him. Once, exhausted past endurance, he threw himself upon his couch, but scarcely had he closed his eyes when he rose with a dreadful cry. For at the moment sleep came, there came a troop of phantoms, men bedight in knightly armor, but with crests reversed upon their shields, and when they put their vizors up skull-faces grinned at him from their helmets. ‘Rise, Gaussin de Solliès,’ they bid him in deep, hollow voices, ‘rise and join our company, for we, like thee, were recreant to our chivalry, and now thou art become as one of us.’

Then from a cave of blazing pitch and brimstone, demons brought a helmet glowing fiery red, a lance of poison thornwood and a shield of rag stretched on a frame of willow. ‘Dress thyself in the armor of thy infamy, O forsworn knight!’ cried the capering host of fiends. ‘Put on the panoply of degradation; ride the lists of infamy!’

‘Mercy!’ he screamed as they made to put the glowing helmet on his head. ‘Is there no hope, no relief?’

‘Aye, brother of the damned,’ a skeleton in armor answered, ‘that there is. When thou hast fought thy way across this fiery plain and conquered every foe sent out against thee, then climbed the wall of smooth and slippery ice that hems the field of the lost spirits, thou shalt find surcease from thy sufferings, not before. And mark thee, recreant knight, each time a foeman overthrows thee in the lists another thousand years is added to thy period of torment.’

He wakened bathed in sweat and gazed about him with eyes glazed with horror. Then, as he realized he had dreamed, the furious beating of his heart subsided, and once more he began his pacing back and forth across the floor.

Dawn came seeping into the gray murk of the sky like blood welling through a soiled bandage. From cathedral, church, and chapel came the chiming matins of the bells:

Hail, Mary, full of grace,


Blessèd art thou among women . . .




He was weak with weakness greater than mere bodily fatigue when they brought him forth to stand before the Masters in Chivalry and hear the charge Sir Hilaire lodged against him. His companions of the day before were summoned to bear witness, and one and all they testified, all to the same effect: That he had ridden forth with them and with the damoselle Sylvanette de Gavaret; that he and she had dropped behind when they were scarce an hour’s ride beyond the city; that none of them from that moment had seen or heard of Sylvanette de Gavaret, and might the Lord do so to them, and more, if they spoke aught but the truth, and the whole truth.

Defense? What defense could he offer? That he had let the wilful maid have her way, permitted her to tarry at the cathedral while he rode off to leave her to her own devices, and make her way unguarded through the night-bound streets? A half-wit three-year child would not believe a story such as that.

The judge advocate advised him. He could not be degraded without a trial if he chose to stand upon his rights. He might have trial by ordeal, swear to his innocence, and take the exorcized bread in his mouth. If he could swallow it his guiltlessness would be assumed. Or he might have recourse to compurgation, bring twelve good men and true to swear that they believed him innocent. He might have ordeal by combat, and battle with de Gavaret’s champion to the death. Which would he choose?

He looked about the circling lines of knights and ladies. No eye in all the throng looked at him with aught but scorn. No hope of compurgation there. He was already condemned by the audience.

Wager of battle? He could scarcely keep upon his feet, and the cold he had caught as he stood bathed in sweat while he looked from his window yesternight had sent an enervating fever racing through his blood. In combat he would be no match for Beppo, the Lord Provost’s dwarf, much less a champion armed cap-a-pie and lusting to write Guilty on him with the sword.

‘I choose the ordeal by the corsned,’ he replied. Heaven knew that he was innocent of wilful wrong, he would have given his blood drop by tortured drop for Sylvanette. Let heaven witness to his innocence.

The corsned, a small loaf of leavened bread about the size of a man’s fist, was brought, and while a kitchen villein kneaded and compressed it till it bulked but half its former size the bishop’s chaplain exorcized it by the ancient rite: ‘I exorcize thee, creature of wheat, may no evil spirit lurk in thee to aid the guilty with his wiles . . . may the power of the adversary, all the host of Satan, all evil attack, every spirit and glamour of the Devil be utterly put to flight, and driven far away. . . .’

Wine was poured upon the compressed, unpalatable bolus, and Gaussin raised his hand. ‘Heaven witness I am guiltless of this charge against me. If it be not so may this bread lodge in my throat and strangle me, but if I be unjustly accused may I swallow it as featly as it were a sup of wine, and may it nourish both my corse and my spirit.’

The chaplain thrust the kneaded dough into his opened mouth, and he strained at it, for to bite or chew it was forbidden. For purposes of swallowing it might almost as well have been a stone, but even so he might have forced it down had it not been for the cold caught the night before. With his throat stopped by the compact mass of bread he felt the sudden tightening of the pectoral muscles which precedes a cough, strove desperately to swallow, and bent forward suddenly, face suffused and shoulders heaving. Next instant he shook with the torsion of a cough, threw back his head in effort to get breath, and shot the wad of compressed bread from his mouth like a quarrel from a crossbow. Heaven had given judgment. He was guilty.

Sentence was pronounced immediately: That his name and arms be erased from the roll of knighthood; that his golden spurs be hacked off with a scullion’s cleaver; that his armor be stripped from him and beaten to a shapeless mass with sledges in the hands of villeins; that his sword and lance be broken into pieces and with his knightly harness tossed upon a dung heap, and the shield that bore his crest be dragged through the muck of a pig-sty at an ass’s tail; that the embrocation of knighthood be washed from his head with lye and scalding water, after which he should be stretched upon a bier and carried to the chapel as one dead. If upon the morrow he were found within the city walls he should be pelted with manure from the stables by villeins.

As he heard the dreadful sentence of his degradation Gaussin trembled like a man with ague; then, eyes ablaze with fever and indignation, ‘Messires, it was no will of heaven, but my cough that made me fail the ordeal, as you know full well,’ he told them. ‘Nevertheless, when a man is foredoomed he can look for little justice from his judges. My arms and gear are in my quarters. Do with them as thou wilt, but by’r Lakin, the first man to lay hand on me, be he of noble blood or villein base, goes straightway down to hell to tell the Devil of my coming!’ he roared, and leaping tiger-like snatched a sword from a sergeant and swung it naked in their faces.

None hindered him as he walked from the council chamber, none sought to stop him as he marched with flaming cheeks and blazing eyes across the parade ground and to the city gate. The guardsmen at the portal forbore to salute him, for the rumor of his degradation had preceded him, but neither did they move to bar his way. And so, unlet, he came once more upon the highway to Tiberius where yestereve he and his dear, dear love had ridden with hearts overfilled with happiness.

Once only he looked back, and saw the grinning lackeys of the guard regarding him. Ceremoniously he raised first one foot, then the other, shaking from them the dust of the city.

 

For thirty days Gaussin held to the highway, going ever northward, past Tyre and Beirut, Antioch and Tarsus, keeping from the walled towns, sleeping in the little villages along the way, or at the farmsteads bordering the road. Fortunately for him there had been some silver and a few gold pieces in the pocket hanging at his belt; so he lacked for nothing in the way of food or shelter, and once or twice he was enabled to increase his rate of travel by hiring transportation with a wagon train or caravan which headed toward Taurus and the Armenian states.

He had started without destination or purpose other than to put as much distance as possible between him and the city of his humiliation. Of those who travel thus, without intention, the Moslems say they journey toward God’s gate, and so it proved for Gaussin. A month had passed, and he was in the country of the atabegs, the petty war lords of Edessa whose castles looked down on the red wheat fields and who sallied out to take their toll of passing merchant trains. The night he had spent in a cedar copse, for the caravansaries of the few wretched villages which grew like fungi on the ruinous remains of the old Roman road swarmed with vermin of prodigious appetite and thieves and cutpurses no less predatory. The changing light before the dawn was brightening nearby trees and rocks and distant crenellated hills into sharp definition as Gaussin sat up with a great yawn, stretched his arms, and dropped back on his couch of leaves. Then, all the luxury of languor gone from him, he crouched on one knee, sword in readiness, eyes narrowed warily. The crash of steel on steel, the hoarse shouts of contending men, and the thudding of mailed feet came to him from the road.

Cautiously parting the branches he saw the combatants, one in lacquered armor who stood almost two ells tall and grasped a great sword in his hand and hewed a circle round him as if he were a scytheman standing in a field of growing grain; three men accoutered similarly lay face downward in the road, while round them surged a horde of Terkaris, lean, rapacious riders of the uplands, link-mailed and cimetered, retainers of some neighboring atabeg who had attacked these outlanders for loot, but now fought savagely for revenge for their losses. Across the stony field a herd of horses galloped riderless. Apparently the attackers had dismounted to creep upon their prey in silence, but had been discovered before they could strike.

Gaussin shrugged his shoulders. Let them fight it to the death. It was the Devil’s business, not his. What had he to do with chivalry, or helping those beset by robbers? But the logic of his Gallic mind proved stronger than his bitterness. The robbers still were six to one, and though the giant fended them off mightily the result of the fight was forecast. If he were found by the victorious Terkaris while their blood-lust still ran at flood-tide . . . he was unmounted and without armor, and while he had no reason to love life there was no call to woo death needlessly. Besides, perhaps they would not kill him, but take him to the castle to be made a slave . . . to draw water and hew wood for some barbarous atabeg.

‘God wills it!’ he raised the Crusaders’ battle-cry and dashed from his ambush with sword in one hand, dagger in the other.

Gaussin had had the best instruction in weaponry procurable, and it was well for him he had, for two of the robbers turned on him, and as he looked into their faces he knew them for hasheesh-eaters rendered fearless by the drug, and fierce as hungry tigers. No followers of some small atabeg these, but fedawi of the Shaikh al Jebal, half-crazed followers of the Old Man of the Mountain. Broidered on their white surtouts he saw the crimson dagger of their lord and master, and with a quickly indrawn breath he realized that the fight he undertook was to the death, both now and afterward; for if he prevailed now he was a marked man, and the daggers of the secret killers would be whetted for his heart wherever he might go.

This thought flashed through his mind like a reflex, and then there was no time for thought, for swords were flashing in his eyes and he must kill or be killed. With a tremendous down-stroke he hewed the sword-hand off the nearest foeman, and as the fellow staggered back drove his dagger beneath his pointed beard, so that the fellow dropped with a startled sheep-like bleat while his companion leaped at Gaussin.

With a backstroke of his two-edged sword the young knight slashed across his adversary’s eyes, hewing through flesh and skull into the brain, and wheeling drove his dagger straight into the teeth of a third hemp-chewer who had tripped upon the body of his comrade and so missed the stroke which he had aimed at Gaussin’s heart.

Meantime the beset giant swung his flailing bloody blade, chopped an arm from one attacker, lopped the head off of another neatly as a scullion beheads a fowl, and dropping his brand leaped upon the one remaining Assassin, raised him high above his head, and hurled him to the roadway with such force that his bones cracked like breaking pots.

Now they looked at each other, Gaussin and the sole survivor of the beset party, and Gaussin drew his breath in as he recognized the other. He had seen such men as this—though not of such great stature—during his captivity in Cairo. For all the butter-color of his skin the giant was of ruddy countenance, his eyes were sharply slanted toward the outer corners, and his mustache drooped in two long plaited braids. He was dressed in armor of black lacquer ornamented with designs in golden damascene. The leather helmet on his head was pot-shaped and from its top a horse-tail trailed. Upon his feet were felt boots with soles at least two inches thick, the sword he held was long as a Crusader’s blade but curved and double-edged, and fitted with a cross-guard almost a foot long. A Mongol, one of those fierce riders from High Tartary who periodically swept from their deserts to overrun the lowlands, take whatever might be new and precious, then drift back to their northern steppes, leaving desolation in their wake. What was he doing here?

The giant addressed him in fair Arabic. ‘My thanks to thee, most noble Frank, for that thou camest when thou did. What art thou called, and where is thy retinue? If thou wilt call them to thee I shall be glad to take thee to the tent of my commander, who will require thee for thy courtesy.’

Gaussin laughed. A short, hard, cachinating laugh containing neither gayety nor humor. ‘One name will serve as well as any for such as I. As for my retinue, I stand surrounded by it. These be my followers, the winds, the rains, the tempests, the jackals, and the carrion-crows that haunt deserted battlefields.’

The giant Tartar looked at him inquiringly, and, glad at last to have an auditor, Gaussin poured out the story of his lost love, his trial, and his degradation. If his tale affected the great Mongol he could not tell, for the yellow ruddy features were impassive, the eyes void of expression till he had finished. Then:

‘A fool thou wert, but no knave,’ the giant decided. ‘Also I have seen thy swordplay, and it likes me. Dost know the country hereabout?’

‘Like the lines of mine own hand.’

‘Good. Would’st take service with him who rules the earth?’

‘Thou mean’st the Holy Father at Rome?’

‘I mean the Kha Khan of the world, whose empire stretches from the Carpathians to Cathay. Captive princes bow their foreheads to the dust before him, ten times a hundred caravans bring him tribute every day, ten times a hundred thousand mighty men of war wait on his word.’

‘Why, then, this puissant lord of thine is just the master I would serve,’ replied Gaussin. If what the Mongol said were true, or even partly true, there would be fighting in this army, and loot, and glory, and a chance to make a new name for himself.

So to the north and east they rode upon two horses retrieved from the scattered herd, and when they came at last to the great Mongol camp Gaussin’s eyes were like to pop from his head at the wonders they beheld.

The camp was circular in form with streets running in a series of concentric circles round a hub composed of a great hemispherical pavilion of black felt. It spread across a plain at least two miles square, yet it was closely crowded with men and horses and the gear of war. Besides the horses there were oxen, trains of camels, flocks of fat-tailed sheep. The soldiers of the Great Khan seemed as numerous as sands upon the seashore, slim, high-shouldered men in armor of black lacquered leather or link-mail, with helmets shaped like pots, their long hair braided and their lips adorned with long, fierce, drooping mustaches. Each wore a long curved sword against his thigh, at every back there was a short horn bow with a quiverful of arrows. Most carried long light lances tipped with steel and targets of bullhide thickly studded with brass bosses. The officers sat on saddles rich with cloth of gold, their cloaks were sable or gray wolfskin, silver weighed their bridles, and the hilts of their swords flashed with precious stones. On ox-carts were the mighty siege engines, mangonels and trebuchets, battering-rams and scaling-towers made in sections ready to be put together at a moment’s notice, and giant cranes from whose arms swung monstrous claws of iron capable of seizing stones in castle walls and plucking them away as a man might drag a weed up by the roots. There were even clumsy mortars to throw bombs of gunpowder, and a regiment of Chinese engineers to serve them.

Gaussin made quick calculation. The host could hardly number less than three-score thousand men, he figured, but when he spoke of it to his conductor the giant laughed. This was but an outpost of the vanguard. The main force was encamped at Baghdad where the walls had been torn down stone by stone, the city sacked, and the calif smothered under carpets. The young knight trembled as he listened. Baghdad the mighty had been overthrown, its calif killed. These were not men, but devils.

In the carpeted pavilion of the Tura [general] in command of the encampment Gaussin made supreme obeisance in the manner of the Tartars, dropping to his knees and bending till his forehead touched the rug of leopardskin spread before the general’s divan: ‘My life between thy hands, O mighty one.’ Then while he squatted cross-legged on a pillow his conductor told how he had fought the Assassins, praising his skill with the sword and his courage, and ending with the declaration that he begged leave to join the Great Khan’s army.

So it was arranged. Gaussin was renamed Mangoli and put in command of a troop of Uigar—named Christian—horsemen. He was given boots of heavy felt, a shirt of Persian chain-mail with a cuirass of black lacquered leather damascened with gold. Double plates of leather reinforced with iron bands flared on his shoulders; in his waist-shawl he wore two swords, one a long curved battle blade, one a straight-edged Persian weapon. His helmet was a hemisphere of lacquered leather with a flaring lobster-tail to guard his neck, and on its top was set a horse’s tail for crest. He shaved the short beard from his chin and let his mustache grow until it drooped in twin braids from the corners of his mouth. Gaussin de Solliès, godson of a bishop and degraded knight of Acre, was no more. In his place rode Mangoli, captain in the horde of the Kha Khan, lord of all the lands between the plains of Poland and Korea.

 

Like the mighty car of Juggernaut the Mongol horde proceeded, and the rumble of their hoofbeats was like earth-shaking thunder, the beating of their kettle-drums was maddening. There was magic and insistence and terror in the throbbing of the booming hollow tones of the taut skins. The peoples of the earth heard it and were afraid. The sultan of Mosul made his submission, Haython, king of Armenia, bowed the knee and offered tribute. Bohemund, the Christian prince of Antioch, sent ambassadors with gifts and assumed vassalage. Cairo heard the rumble of the distant battle-drums and trembled.

Gaussin acquired merit in the eyes of his commander. His knowledge of languages and the customs of the people made him valuable as an ambassador, his courage in the field won approbation. Within two months he had been given command of a regiment of hawk-nosed Turcomans who went to battle as to a feast, had his own standard of two horse-tails borne before him, and five kettle-drummers to announce his presence when he rode before his cavalry at parade. When the war council was called and the Tura and his colonels drank fermented mare’s milk from the silver-plated skulls of dead enemies he was always among those present. Often he remained as guest of the general and played chess until the false dawn brightened in the sky.

One night the Tura paused as he advanced his queen’s knight, looking at Gaussin with one of his rare smiles. ‘Methinks I have an embassy for thee, my Mangoli,’ he announced.

‘Hearing and obeying, O Magnificence,’ responded Gaussin as military etiquette required. ‘Thy wishes are thy slave’s desires. Where would’st that I should go?’

‘To the castle of the Shaikh al Jebal at Alamut.’

‘The stronghold of the Old Man of the Mountain?’ Gaussin almost gasped. Many had gone through the portal of that place of terror, but those who came back had been few as those who returned from the grave.

‘In sooth. These thrice-accurst ones have seen fit to attempt to levy tribute on us. ’Tis time they learned the Kha Khan takes but does not give. You ride for Alamut with the dawn and bear our summons to surrender to the Master of the Assassins. Go boldly and fear not. The might of the Great Khan goes with thee.’

Clad in his armor of black lacquer, Gaussin stood before the Shaikh al Jebal, Grand Master of the Assassins. For ten days he had ridden with an escort of four Kirghiz horsemen, one of whom bore the Kha Khan’s long blue banner that all might know he traveled on official business, and relays of fresh horses waited them at every stopping-place. At the foot of the tall peak on which the castle of the Shaikh stood, his escort was commanded to await his return, while he was led up a long spiral causeway to the very heart of the Assassin’s spider-web.

Despite the realization that he had ambassadorial immunity, Gaussin shuddered as he gazed upon the Shaikh al Jebal, Lord of Death.

Surrounded by a group of giant guardsmen stood a dais of gilded sandalwood, and on it was a huge black cushion filled with some soft wadding. In this a man sank till he seemed almost enveloped in its sable folds. He was a little man, hardly more than a dwarf, but the head that topped his narrow shoulders was enormous, and its size was magnified by the huge turban that he wore. All black, the monstrous pillow, the robe of him who sat upon it, the turban wound about his head. But his face was pasty-pale, and from it looked a pair of hot, dry, glittering eyes unchanging in expression, unwinking in their fixed, set stare as those of some great snake.

The creatures of his court fawned on the Master of the Assassins, but Gaussin neither bowed nor bent the knee. He was the emissary of the Kha Khan, ruler of the world from Krakow to Cathay.

‘What petition does thou make to Sinan, the Shaikh al Jebal, Lord of Death, O herald of the Barbarians?’ asked a chamberlain.

Then Gaussin answered, keeping bold eyes leveled on the gnome-like creature squatting on the sable cushion: ‘Thus saith the Kha Khan, ruler of the earth—fling open wide thy gates and submit. If thou dost, this peace shall be granted thee. If thou dost otherwise, that will happen which will happen, and what it is to be we know not. The Lord of Heaven only knows. I have spoken.’

Silence utter and abysmal as the stillness in the craters of a long-dead world fell at his words. Then a titter ran about the ranks of white-robed retainers who waited on the Shaikh al Jebal.

‘Say,’ came the reply from the Old Man of the Mountain, ‘that Sinan, Lord of Alamut and Lord of Life and Death, bids the gipsy Kha Khan get back to his pig-sty villages beyond the mountains while he has life to go. He who triumphed over Saladin the Victory-Bringer, and took tribute from the Lion-Hearted Malik Ric of England fears no outland horde. Get thee back to herding swine and driving sheep while yet I let thee live. I have spoken.’

Gaussin turned upon his heel, two retainers put a bandage round his eyes and led him through the winding exits of the castle of the Assassins.

 

The causeway leading from the castle wound in a steep spiral no wider than to let two horsemen ride abreast, and with a strong watch-tower at each turn. A handful of determined men could hold it against a host. Gaussin trod warily, for the slippery roadway had no parapet, and a false step meant a fall of half a thousand feet. At last he reached the gateway in the wall that circled round the mountain foot, passed through the guard of hot-eyed, lean-faced soldiers, and paused upon the outer threshold to draw a breath of clean air. It was like coming from a charnel house, this exit from the Krak al Jebal.

‘Ho, comrades,’ he called to his waiting escort. ‘I am come out again!’

No answer came. Could they be sleeping? ‘Hai,’ he shouted, ‘where be ye, sons of nearly noseless mothers, brothers of indifferently moral sisters?’ Only silence answered him, and he strode forward angrily.

The stamping of a horse attracted his attention, and as he turned toward it he caught the gleam of sheepskins in the darkness.

‘Rouse ye, sons of calamity, uncles of ten thousand uncouth cockroaches!’ he roared. ‘Stand on thy misshapen feet and tell me why ye dare sleep thus——’

His voice snapped like a frayed rope under sudden strain. The escort lay upon their backs, feet crossed, arms out as if they had been crucified against the ground, and from each breast there protruded the red handle of Assassins’ murder-knives. Each body terminated in a bloody neck, and from four stakes four severed heads grinned at him. The Kha Khan’s long blue banner lay upon the earth, tattered, trampled, smeared with mud and filth.

‘By Allah and the good Saint John the Baptist, by the Lord Gotama Boodh, an hundred heads shall fall for each hair in thy beards, my comrades!’ Gaussin swore. ‘And as for this insult to the Great Khan’s standard——’

‘Whatever falls or stands, ’twill make small difference to thee, O Tartar.’ Silent as shadows, four retainers of the Old Man of the Mountain had emerged from the darkness, and ranged themselves before him. The moonlight glittered on their slim curved cimeters and on the hard white teeth beneath their black mustaches.

‘Thou camest bearing insults to the Lord of Death,’ their leader said. ‘Behold, we send the Kha Khan back his messengers, and though they may not speak, methinks the message they take back will be well understood. Bow thy neck to the sword, O Tartar upstart, thy day of doom has come.’

Then they were on him like the wolf-pack on a stag, slashing at him with the sickles of their cimeters, digging for the joints of his harness with their venomed daggers.

He drew his battle-sword and met their charge with a mad bellow of defiance. ‘God wills it!’

But at the first stroke he felt consternation surging through him like cold fever. He had been disarmed when he went through the gate of Alamut, and his weapon had been returned to him in its sheath. Not suspecting perfidy, he had made no test of it, but now, as he swung it, the blade snapped in his hand where it had been sawed almost through with files.

The Assassins screamed with glee as the sword parted in his grasp, but they reckoned without that far strain of Northern blood which had trickled into Gaussin’s veins from some Norse berserker. If he was formidable when armed, he was terrible in his unarmed fury.

With a mighty shout he leaped upon the foremost Assassin, grasped him in his bare hands, and raised him overhead, crashing him against two others with a force that sent them sprawling in a heap. Then, before they could rise from their stunned fall, he seized a rock as great as a man’s girth and smashed it down on them so fiercely that the cracking of their bones was like the sound of snail-shells trodden underfoot.

But while he dealt thus with the three, the fourth Assassin had leaped on his back and slashed his knife across his brow. He felt the poisoned steel shear through his flesh and grate against the bone as if it had been iron reddened in the fire, felt the spate of hot blood rush into his eyes, heard a terrible, wild baying, as of a wolf that closes for the kill, heard the squeaking, screaming shriek of his assailant as he loosed the strangle-hold upon his neck and dropped off of his shoulder. Then, blood-blinded and in torment from the wound the venomed dagger made, he fell fainting to the ground beside his headless comrades.

 

Sylvanette had worn her wolfish form like a hair-shirt for almost a year. When she first realized the dreadful change that had come on her she was so prostrated with horror that she could but lie upon the orchard grass and whimper like a beaten cur, but in a little while she rose and stretched her shaggy limbs, finding a kind of pleasure in their strength and suppleness. By morning she was ravenous and trotted out in search of food. A flock was grazing in a nearby meadow, and the shepherd ran screaming at her approach, but when she seized a little woolly lamb in her jaws and heard its piteous blasts for mercy she could not find the heart to kill it, bur ran with it until she overtook its panic-stricken mother and dropped the trembling baby by the ewe’s side. Then, hungrier than ever, she galloped through the wood until she came upon a cotter’s croft and saw a joint of mutton hanging from a hook. Pursued by frenzied curses of the farmer, she made off with the haunch of meat, feasted at her leisure, and slept until the sun went down and it was time to quest for food again.

Now and then she met with other wolves. As human maid she had been terrified at the mere mention of a wolf, but in her changed shape she not only had no fear of them, but, finding herself larger than the largest of them, swaggered through their midst, helped herself to their kills, and turned with savage snarls if they disputed her queenship. Once an old she-wolf would have stood against her, but Sylvanette charged at her, bore her down, and shook her as a terrier shakes a rat. Only when the other’s carcass dangled limply from her jaws did she relax her hold. After that the wolf-pack gave her room, and yielded up their kills without dispute.

Northward she traveled, sometimes fifty or a hundred miles a day, seeking with her new-found beast’s instinct for the solitudes of the Taurus. Presently she came upon the ashes of the circling watch-fires of a mighty Tartar camp. Food was there in abundance—knuckles of fat sheep, joints of beef scarce touched by carvers’ knives, broken meats from goat stew, all that she could eat, and more. Why run the woods and fight with other wolves when here was provender in plenty, ready for the taking? So she followed the cold campfires from Armenia almost to the shores of the Sea of the Ravens.

One day as she was foraging among the trenches where the oxen had been roasted whole, she heard the drum of hoof-beats, and, true to her instincts, sank down upon her belly until her gray-furred body seemed to melt and disappear against the gray wood-ashes of the pit. Then, suddenly, she smelled it. Not exactly a perfume, but sweeter to her twitching nostrils than the finest scent of Araby or far Cathay. Long since she’d noticed that each animal and man had a scent of his own, but this was like no other, it was . . . it was . . .

The troop of horsemen galloped by, a horse-tail standard at their head, the leader wrapped in furs of gray lynx, and at the sight of him she knew. Despite his Mongol armor and the way his long mustache drooped in twin braids, she knew him. Gaussin—her Gaussin! What he did so far from Acre, riding with the leather-armored horsemen of the Cham of Tartary, she knew not, nor did she care. He was here, she had his scent, she need only follow it to be near him.

After that she stayed as close to the great camp as possible, and whenever Gaussin rode out with his followers a great gray shaggy wolf loped through the broken land that paralleled his road. When he pitched camp she stayed near. When his tents were struck she took up the march with him.

She had followed him across the winter-blasted plains to Alamut, saw him leave his comrades in the valley while he climbed the causeway to Krak al Jebal. When the Assassins leaped treacherously upon the Mongol soldiers she growled in fury, but she dared not risk a fight with them. Gaussin might return at any moment, and she must be strong and whole to help him if he needed her.

She saw them set upon him, and her woman-wolf’s heart rejoiced at the fierceness of the battle he gave them, but when the fourth Assassin leaped on Gaussin’s back and struck him with his dagger she knew the time for watching had gone by. With a fierce, belling bay she pounced upon the drug-crazed man and sank her great teeth in his neck.

It was astonishing how weak human flesh could be. The man fell easily before her charge; when she worried him he made but feeble efforts to defend himself—or so it seemed to her. His arms were puny, the dagger with which he had cut Gaussin had fallen at her attack, and unarmed he was no more a match for her than the little lamb she spared had been. Exultingly, she closed her jaws upon his gullet, felt the warm blood gush, looked with fierce, fiery eyes into his terrified fast-glazing orbs, heard the strangling blood-choked cry he gave before she tore his throat away and mangled his face with her claws.

Then she turned to Gaussin. The dagger which had wounded him . . . she had heard of those Assassin’s knives . . . ’twas said they were envenomed. Feverishly she licked the red wound that barred his brow. The blood began to flow less freely. Presently it almost ceased to trickle, but still she lapped at it, hoping madly against hope that she could draw the venom from the cut before it entered his bloodstream.

Gaussin came slowly back to consciousness. The wound across his brow burned like a brand and he was almost blinded with the blood that drenched his eyes, but dimly he realized a great wolf stood above him, licking the hot, bleeding cut with a pink tongue. The beast whined softly, as if to reassure him, and he sank back weakly. Presently, after the immemorial wont of wounded men, he moaned, ‘I thirst.’ The wolf left off her ministrations for a moment, then took his leather helmet in her teeth and trotted off. In a little while she came back with the headgear almost filled with water from the nearby brook. He drank greedily, and afterward he slept.

Something plucked him by the arm, softly, gently, but insistently. Presently he woke to find the she-wolf still beside him, urging him to rise. It was difficult to get upon his feet, but with his fingers laced in her thick fur he managed it, staggering drunkenly along the rough trail. His bestial guide seemed aware of his weakness, and every hundred steps or so she halted while he gathered back his strength. Also, he noted, she kept from the high-road, following the woodland paths, sometimes halting with a fierce low growl while she sniffed the air; once or twice she dragged him down, and shortly afterward a troop of Assassins rode past at a gallop.

How long he traveled thus he had no accurate idea. He knew only she guided and sustained him, licked his festering wound until it began to heal, lay close to him and warmed him with shaggy body when he slept, and ranged the woods to bring back hares or pheasants or suckling pigs for his fare.

At last there came a day when she appeared to think it safe to take the open road, and as they trudged along he heard a sound he had not thought to hear again, the rumble of Tartar kettle-drums. In a few minutes he saw them, a troop of leather-armored horsemen with horse-tails trailing from their helmets, lance-tips glinting in the morning sun.

‘Mangoli Khan!’ the leader cried. ‘Praise be to such gods as perhaps there are! We had not thought to see thee. The Old Man of the Mountain sent thy four companions’ heads to us; thee we thought he had surely slain, also.’

The she-wolf turned under Gaussin’s hand, freeing her shoulder from his clutch. She made a sound half whine, half moan, and would have turned into the brush, but Gaussin dropped upon his knees beside her.

‘Nay, Lady Wolf, good, sweet, wolfkin, I will not have it so!’ he denied. ‘By all the blessed saints in Paradise, I swear I love thee, dearest beast!’ And with his arms about her furry neck he kissed her full upon the hairy mouth.

He thought it was delusion, or return of his delirium, for instead of the rough, wiry pelt of the she-wolf he felt a mass of soft black tresses, perfumed with the spice of Araby, across his cheek; instead of the wolf’s hairy muzzle a pair of lips as soft as rose leaves pressed against his mouth. She was clinging to him. He could feel her heart beat. Her hair was fragrant on his cheek. No she-wolf, this, but a sweet, softly-molded woman. His Sylvanette!

He said her name slowly, wonderingly. Then, as in the foothills of the Lebanons:

‘Sylvette ma drue! Sylvette ma mie!


En vous ma mort, en vous ma mie!’

 

Came her answer, low and tender-sweet:

‘Bel ami, ainsi, va de nous!


Ne vous sans mois, ni moi sans vous!’

 

The stolid Tartars of the guard showed small astonishment at seeing a woman where there had been a she-wolf. On the steppes of Muscovy where they were weaned the vrykolakas—man-wolf—was almost as common as the house-dog, and those who chose to shift their shapes did so, nor was it any concern of their neighbors. Methodically they made two litters of sheepskin coats stretched over lances and bore the fainting Mangoli Khan and his wolf-lady back to camp.

 

How the armies of the Kha Khan laid siege to the fortress of the Old Man of the Mountain and plucked it apart stone by stone as children break a house of blocks; how the Grand Master of the Assassins went in chains to the blue-tiled court of the Great Khan at Karakorum and was never seen again is another story. Our concern is with Gaussin and Sylvanette.

Not until they had been wed did they hear each other’s odysseys.

They lay upon their couch of skins with rugs of sables and lynx fur over them, and through the tent’s thick walls of black felt came the muted thunder of the kettle-drums.

He stroked the hair that tangled round her neck, and at his touch the small pulse in her throat quickened. For a long time they lay thus; then she raised herself to draw the heavy coils of her hair from beneath her shoulders. Her lips touched his. Touched, and clung. ‘O my beloved,’ she murmured, ‘’twas thy kiss that set me free from wolfshead.’

‘What say’st thou?’ he answered sleepily.

‘I said thou gavest me freedom from my wolfish shape with thy kiss. For this was the condition which La Crainte made when she ensorcelled me: “Take and retain the form of a she-wolf until some noble lord shall kiss thy hairy beast’s-lips and declare his love for thee.”’








 





 

 

 

Mortmain

 

 

RANLEIGH LOOKED UP, puzzled as the mellow radio-chime of the mortuary’s doorbell boomed its triple note of warning. One might expect a phone call half an hour after midnight, but who would ring the bell at this time? He was alone in the office, for it was Jim Atherholt’s evening off and Basset, his junior assistant, had gone to the corner for sandwiches and coffee. Burglars generally shun funeral homes, but . . . he took the pistol from his desk drawer and dropped it in the pocket of his well-cut oxford-gray jacket as he rose to answer the summons which was sounding again, insistently, irritably, as though the caller kept his finger on the bell button.

In the coned-down light of the porch lamp he descried a figure muffled to the ears in upturned collar, caught the glint of beaver fur on the visitor’s overcoat, and appraised the stylish Homburg hat. His fingers relaxed on the pistol grip. The caller might be mysterious, but he was obviously no burglar.

‘Good evening—ah, good evening, Mr Steadman!’ he greeted as he snapped off the latch and drew the door back. ‘Come in, please.’ Then, as his visitor stepped into the lobby he stood waiting, brows raised politely in interrogation. Doctors, lawyers, and morticians are denied the layman’s right to give way to their curiosity; the cardinal rule of their callings is to maintain a poker face, whatever their impulses may be. ‘It’s very cold,’ he hazarded. There was always safety in banalities, they gave the caller time to catch his mental breath.

Steadman ignored the remark, as Ranleigh had expected. But the rejoinder he shot back was entirely unlooked for: ‘I’d like to see some caskets. Right away.’

For a fraction of a second Ranleigh’s carefully maintained calm faltered. Ninety patrons out of every hundred began conversation with the announcement that some relative or friend was dead. The other ten announced superfluously that they wished to make arrangements for a funeral. Albert Steadman, always poised, assured, and self-possessed, asked to look at caskets—‘some caskets’—as if he shopped for a new car or motorboat or some entirely ordinary piece of merchandize.

Then experience triumphed over surprise. ‘Certainly, Mr Steadman,’ he answered blandly. ‘This way, if you please.’

Ranleigh looked upon his caskets much as a dentist regards dentures and bridges, tangible and visible accessories to service, but the least important of the things he had for sale. Each casket in his display room bore a neatly-lettered card announcing it was furnished in conjunction with a complete funeral service. It was not priced separately; indeed, it was not priced at all, any more than are the buttons on a suit or ornaments upon a lady’s dress in a department store. But Steadman asked to look at caskets. Probably a layman’s inept statement of his wishes, but . . . ‘Give him time to get adjusted, let him get hold of himself,’ Ranleigh warned himself as he switched the lights of his display room on.

In the indirect glow of the torches Steadman looked about him. Here were caskets made of metal, silver finished, or with the dull gleam of bronze or copper; cases of mahogany, beautiful as furniture designed by master-craftsmen; caskets covered with fine, rich brocades—— ‘This one,’ Steadman announced shortly, stopping by a case of pale silver-bronze satin lining. ‘How much?’

Ranleigh glanced at the price card, not that his memory needed refreshing, but to gain time. ‘A service with that particular casket would be six hundred and fifty dollars, unless——’

‘I want no services; I want that casket, just as it is, and right away. How much, man?’

‘We don’t usually price our caskets separately, Mr Steadman,’ Ranleigh began. ‘Easy on, Gordon,’ he thought, ‘this man’s not hysterical with grief, there’s something more here; if he isn’t crazy. . . .’

‘Never mind your usual practise,’ Steadman jerked back. ‘It’s imperative I have this casket—immediately. How much’ll you take for it?’

Ranleigh temporized, edging toward the door. ‘If you could give me some idea whom you want it for—that’s a lady’s casket, entirely unsuitable for a man, or even an elderly woman. . . .’

With apparent effort Steadman brought his twitching features under control. ‘I want this casket—this particular casket,’ he replied, with slow emphasis upon each word, like one who speaks to a foreigner or a person handicapped by deafness, ‘and I want it delivered to me as soon as possible; sometime tomorrow, surely. I don’t want it for a funeral, I just want it in my house—I must have it. You’ve served my family, and you know me. I’ve come to you because I know and trust you. I can’t buy a casket direct from a wholesale house, but if you won’t sell me this one there are other undertakers who will——’ He broke off, drawing out his billfold.

When he spoke like this he seemed sane enough, and there was certainly nothing abnormal in the sheaf of bills he handled, except their number and denominations. ‘Will you take six hundred dollars for this coffin just as it stands, without services or anything else, except delivery?’ He laid twelve fifty-dollar bills upon the casket’s gleaming top.

Ranleigh nodded. After all, as Steadman said, there were other funeral directors . . . and six hundred dollars was six hundred dollars. ‘What inscription on the name plate?’ he asked.

‘None. But be sure you have this coffin at my house before sunset tomorrow. Good night, Mr Ranleigh.’

 

The odd transaction preyed on Ranleigh’s mind all next day. During his direction of three funerals and arrangements for two more the memory of Albert Steadman’s distrait manner and his strange insistence that he needed a casket immediately hovered in the back of his mind. Several times he decided to send a check to Steadman with a note advising he could not make delivery of a casket in such circumstances; once he actually drew out his checkbook, but with his pen poised he paused and rationalized the sale. Steadman’s manner had seemed strange, but what right had Ranleigh to say that he was crazy? How many of us could escape incarceration if eccentric actions branded us as lunatics? Almost every day you read about the death of some unusual character who had kept a casket in his house for years—Sarah Bernhardt had been so obsessed with thoughts of death that she took a specially-selected casket on her world tours with her. ‘Don’t be a fool,’ he told himself. ‘If Steadman wants that casket, sell it to him, or someone else will. He surely seemed to know what he was about.’ Still, to take advantage of a crazy man, or even one whose judgment had been warped by grief, was not the way that Gordon Ranleigh did things. He could have retired on the profits he’d passed up when he kept his patrons from incurring funeral bills beyond their means. Then back again his thoughts swung in the vicious spiral: Was Steadman crazy? . . . who was he to judge?

A feeling of vague unease oppressed him as the highway reeled away beneath his whirling hearse wheels. Entirely devoid of superstition, especially concerning death, he still felt slightly ‘creepy’ on this errand of delivering a casket for which no corpse waited. The roadway, smooth and gray as a steel ribbon, ran between tall stands of pine trees, and it seemed to Ranleigh that there was an air of hidden menace, or at least of warning, in the long blue shadows that they threw. Far away the hills were indigo that shaded into purplish-black. The sun was going down behind them and little bits of frayed-out clouds of cotton-wool began to tinge themselves with lavender and golden-pearl, with here and there a fleeting glow of sunset-flame. Somehow, it seemed to him, the pine trees evoked from their depths primeval spirits, elementals menacing and hostile; their black boughs did not seem to whisper with the soft and friendly rustle he had always associated with evergreens, but, gaunt, lonely and aloof, they stretched their dark limbs upward, as if to share dark secrets with the darkling sky. From the dooryard of a cabin which stood in the center of a patch of brown cleared land a dog howled mournfully, and the ululating echo of its lamentation rolled back eerily from the hills, then died abruptly, snuffed out by the smothering weight of wooded shadows.

He glanced up at the sinking sun, then at his speedometer. Steadman had been emphatic in his request that the casket be delivered before sunset. He notched his throttle forward a little. How much farther was it to Mortmain Manor?

Funny name that, Mortmain. A lawyer friend had told him it came from the Latin, meaning a dead hand, and signified a permanently entailed estate. A Steadman in Colonial days had tried to make it impossible for his heirs to sell their homestead, and though the courts had overturned the will, the Steadmans still lived on the property, and the place was known as Mortmain. ‘Dead Hand House’, a devilish uncanny name.

Idly, he reconstructed Albert Steadman’s history. His was the tenth generation to occupy Mortmain, and unless he remarried and had children, he would be the last. Like his father and his grandfather he had been a banker, but unlike them he had practised his profession abroad. Financial adviser to South American and small Balkan countries, traveling in the Near and Far East, going anywhere and everywhere his advice could be marketed, he had lived most of his life in foreign lands, coming home for only fleeting visits till his father’s death called him to the presidency of the Sixth National Bank. And when he returned after five years’ stay in Harbin he brought a Russian bride with him, Natacha Kovalchuk, a White refugee from the revolution.

She was a riddle-woman, enigmatic as the Mona Lisa’s smile, tall, slender, fair-skinned, red-haired, with a far-off vision in her green eyes as though she had looked long upon the sufferings of the hidden places of the world. Slow grace personified, she was making every movement in the manner of a silky, lithesome cat.

Ranleigh had been close to her only twice: once when she came with Steadman to arange for setting up a monument above his father’s grave. She had disturbed him. Her white face framed between the darkly lustrous sable of her coat and the gleaming fur of her tall Cossack hat had reminded him of something he could not recall for a moment; then he placed it with a sudden inward qualm—the face of a girl he had helped take from the river, a pale drowned face with seaweed tangled in its unbound, floating hair. And there was something secret in her long green eyes, something half sardonic, half inviting, as if to say, ‘You think you know the mystery of death, my little man? How bold—and droll—you are!’ He had felt relieved when she left with her husband.

The second time he saw her he was called professionally. Steadman was somewhere in the interior of Mexico and could not be communicated with, but Musya, the old half-breed Tartar woman who had come with Natacha as nurse and lady’s maid, made all arrangements. ‘The gaspadin1 must understand these were milady’s wishes: She is to be dressed in this green gown, with this underwear, these stockings, and these shoes. Musya is to braid her hair; these rings shall be put on her fingers, these in her ears. Her casket must be silver-bronze with écru satin lining, and the plate upon it shall bear but the single word “Natacha”.’

She had been beautiful—and disturbing—in death as in life. She did not look dead when he came for her—she looked merely tired, and sad. Lying in her great four-poster bed, with silk sheets pulled up to her throat and her hands at rest upon the counterpane, there was no look of death about her, no half-closed, glassy-staring eyes, no fallen jaw, no flaccid, sagging muscles. It was simply as if she were grieving for herself, sorrowing at being cut off from the world she loved, yet not too sorrowful at leaving it. Her cheeks were hollow and her red lips had a tragic downward curve; yet somehow her calm countenance reminded him of a mask, aloof and serene, yet curiously, even frighteningly, watchful . . . as though she looked from beneath lowered lids and saw all that occurred.

He carried out instructions to the final letter and the last small comma. Acting on the suggestion of the doctor he took her body to his funeral home and had services in his chapel. There were no relatives nor any intimate friends, for Steadman and his wife had lived almost entirely to themselves, but some of Steadman’s business associates and their wives came to the funeral and viewed the pale and lovely corpse with something of the emotions the living woman inspired.

In the course of long experience Gordon Ranleigh had become an expert in embalming. None knew better than he how to simulate the look of life upon the dead, but this case needed little help from him. It was incredible how beautiful and how life-like she appeared. Couched on the écru satin of the casket lining, clothed in the long and closely clinging robe of Nile green, she lay with her head turned a little to the side, and soft black lashes swept her flawless cheeks so naturally it seemed that any moment they would rise and show the gleaming emerald of her eyes. One hand lay loosely on her breast, the fingers slightly curved as if in quiet sleep; the other rested by her side, and in it, by Musya’s directions, she held a purple orchid with a scarlet center. In the flickering gleam of candelabra placed at the casket’s head and foot, it seemed as if her bosom rose and fell in light slumber. When the services were finished and the time for final leave-taking arrived, they stood and stared at her, those bankers, lawyers, merchants, and their women, as if they could not believe it was a dead woman they saw. Those slim-red-tipped white fingers, those tiny satin-encased feet . . . it seemed impossible that they were now forever quiet with the quietness of death.

They buried her in Oakdale Park, opening a grave in Steadman’s family plot, but they put no tombstone over her. Time enough for that when he came back from Mexico. Old Musya pottered round the place for several days, planting a wild rose bush at the grave head, sowing little spiny seeds in the fresh turf. Then she disappeared and it was not until they found her hanging by her scrawny neck from an oak tree in Mortmain Manor park that people realized how great her grief for her dead mistress was.

She had no relatives, no friends, no money. Steadman’s friends refused to pledge his credit or assume responsibility for her funeral. ‘Let the county bury her. That’s what we pay taxes for.’ But Ranleigh took the poor old twisted body to his place, embalmed it, dressed it in a decent robe, put it in a cheap—but not a pauper’s—casket, and buried it in a grave which he bought with his own funds.

Now his thought swung back to Steadman. What prompted him to buy a casket? What possible use could he have for—— A red light swinging in the darkening roadway called him from the profitless task of attempting to rationalize the irrational. Behind the warning lantern was a wooden barrier striped vividly in black and white diagonals and supporting a stenciled announcement:

BRIDGE OUT AHEAD

Detour by Way of Roylston Road
 

Jammed in the highway by the barricade were two vehicles, one from Maison Blanche, the fashionable women’s outfitters, the other from the Murray Laboratories. Gears ground protestingly as drivers backed and reversed, stopped to twist steering-wheels with savage force, then edged their cars across the macadam and back again, jockeying for turning-room in the narrow road.

‘Where you goin’, buddy?’ called the Maison Blanche chauffeur as he brought his vehicle about and rested for a moment with his clutch in neutral.

‘Out to Mortmain, fifteen miles th’ other side o’ Gawd knows where,’ the laboratory driver answered. ‘This would have to happen to me with a date tonight at eight, an’ orders to git this blood out there before th’ sun goes down. Before sundown, hell! I know that Roylston Road. Be lucky if I git out there by nine o’clock. My girl frien’ll think I stood her up, sure as shootin’, and——’

‘You’re tellin’ me!’ the other interrupted. ‘My supper’ll be as cold as a dead baby’s nose, time I git home, an’ my old woman’ll give me hell. Can you beat it? This here now Steadman blows inter th’ place ’bout three o’clock an’ orders enough stuff for a glammer girl’s debutt, sayin’ it’s all gotta be delivered to his house before sunset. It wuz amost four by th’ time they gits it boxed an’ through th’ shippin’-room an’ tags me wid it. “Git it out there before sunset,” they tells me—an’ th’ sun goes down by five o’clock these days. I coulda made it, at that, if this dam’ bridge wuzn’t out.’

Ranleigh drew his funeral car to the extreme edge of the road, making passage room for the other two, then, backing skillfully, brought his vehicle about and started toward the detour. No longer blue, but dark-green in the fading light, a wave-like barrier of hills obscured the horizon. It was through them his road led, almost ten miles of steady climb, with curves and switch-backs which increased the distance almost half. Much of it would have to be negotiated in second gear and the possibility of reaching Mortmain by sunset was nil. But to a practised driver like him the work was purely mechanical, like walking. This left his thoughts free—to race helter-skelter back and forth, like rats chased by a terrier.

Almost desperately he fumbled with the facts, trying to reduce them to coherent design. He had a feeling the solution was in reach of his brain if he could only find the key; somewhere in all this jumble of irrationality was the missing integer, the jigsaw-puzzle piece which would give relevancy to the rebus. With increasing perplexity he rehearsed the clues: Albert Steadman, widower, buys a casket, selecting from a roomful of exhibits one almost identical to that in which his wife had been buried. Next day he orders lady’s clothing in sufficient quantity and variety for, as the chauffeur put it, ‘a glammer gal’s debutt’. Both orders must be delivered before sundown. Aside from the requirement of immediate delivery, such divergent purchases are enough to excite wonder, but there is the added mystery of the order from the Murray Laboratories. Largest dealers in biologicals in the city, they are often sought in emergency by hospitals whose blood banks have run low or when blood donors cannot be found immediately. With them he places a rush order for blood, and it, like the casket and the clothes, must be brought to his house by sundown.

Blood—casket—clothing. Casket—clothing—blood, the absurdly ill-assorted combination rang and echoed through his puzzled mind as he breasted the long climb through the hills. Where was there—where could there be—a connection between these things? And why must all be delivered before the sun went down?

 

Mortmain Manor stood upon a hilltop, four-square to the elements, sound and sturdy as it had been on the day Colonial artizans laid their saws and hammers by and repaired to the great hall to receive their final pay and drink the health of His Majesty George II. Sixty feet from earth to eaves its brick walls reared, stained and mellowed with the rains of two hundred summers, scarred and bitten with the snows and frosts of a bicentenary of winters. Against the bricks tall pilasters of gray stone mounted to the support of a crenellated cornice; the roof was tiled with scales of sheet-lead; the door was wide and high enough to let a coach-and-four through.

A high wall fenced the front yard, green with lichen; broken flagstones made a path to the low porch before the massive iron-strapped and spike-knobbed door. As Ranleigh turned into the gateway he heard the grinding of gears and a quartet of sharp beams stabbed through the darkness as the drivers of the two delivery wagons flashed their headlights on, lashing out at the gloom that seemed gathering like a pool inside the walled garden. They slid past him down the graveled drive and he drew up at the doorway, backing till his hearse doors overhung the low porch, then jumping down to set his casket truck in place and easing the long burial case along the rollers in the hearse floor till with a light bump it rested on the wheeled conveyor. Everything in readiness, he turned and drew the verdigris-stained knocker back and hammered on the door.

Steadman answered his summons, so quickly that it seemed he must have been waiting by the door. ‘I know the bridge is out,’ he forestalled Ranleigh’s apology. ‘Never mind, I dare say you came as quickly as you could. Wheel it this way, please.’ It was characteristic of him that he made no tender of assistance.

Time-stained wainscot rose three floors to a beamed ceiling in the entrance hall, a wide stair curved up at the rear, letting out on balconies with heavy balustrades of carved oak at second and third storey levels. The red glow from a massive fireplace flowed across the tiles of a wide hearth, and from antique chandeliers of cut glass gas flames flared, for Mortmain Manor lacked both electricity and telephone, and trusted to its carbide gas plant for cooking-fuel and lighting. But if the lighting-plant were late Victorian, the furnishings were elegantly Georgian. Deep mahogany bookshelves hoarded rows of calf and morocco bindings; a grand piano flashed back highlights from the chandeliers; underfoot were rugs from China, India, and Persia; from small cabinets came the muted glow of purple, blue, and mulberry Ming porcelain. Only wealth could have such things; only wealth assisted by good taste would choose them.

Following in his host’s steps, Ranleigh wheeled the casket to a curtained doorway, paused a moment while the other drew the hangings back, then with an effort forced the wheeled bier across the doorsill. It was a large, beautiful room. The rosewood-paneled walls were rubbed with oil until they gleamed like satin; the brightly waxed oak floor was spread with Isphahan prayer rugs so precious that to walk on them seemed desecration. Between twin cut-glass gas brackets a Sheraton lowboy was placed, and on it had been put a set of toilet accessories, little crystal flacons of perfume, small porcelain pots of rouge, face powders with their lamb’s wool puffs in silver-topped containers of etched glass, nail polish, combs of tortoise-shell and brushes with rich silver backs. A Récamier chaise-longue upholstered in Nile-green satin brocade was flanked by two low chairs of gilded applewood. It was a lady’s boudoir, elegant and lovely as a jewel case waiting for the gem it should enfold, a dainty, tasteful apartment, feminine as a ruffle or a hairpin; yet somehow, somewhere, Ranleigh’s instinct told him, was a note of discord—something only very little out of harmony, like dark lipstick on a blonde, or a soprano who sang slightly flat, yet which spoiled the perfection of the ensemble. What was it, something lacking . . . something just a little overdone? He couldn’t put his finger on it, but it was there.

‘Put it right here, please,’ Steadman’s order broke his rumination. Then, as he wheeled the casket into place—‘where the bed should be,’ he thought—his host gave way to an annoyed ejaculation. ‘The devil! I should have thought of that!’

‘What is it?’ Ranleigh countered. ‘Something missing?’

‘Yes, I forgot to get a stand for it. Too heavy to stand on a table or chairs; don’t want it on the floor—see here, sell me that wheeled bier of yours, will you?’

Ranleigh considered. He had several church trucks, and a replacement could be obtained in a few days. This one had cost him forty dollars. Figuring the inconvenience he might be put to while he waited for a new one, a fair price would be——

‘Sixty dollars cover it? Of course, I don’t know anything about your prices, but if that’s not enough——’ Steadman paused and raised his brows interrogatively.

‘Yes, I’ll take that for it,’ responded Ranleigh. He was beginning to be nettled. People came to him in trouble, and he prided himself on ability to soothe their hurts, make the pain of bereavement less heart-rending. Steadman had been brusk from first to last, barking orders at him, treating him almost as if he were a menial. Now he seemed intent on hurrying him away; there would have been no more compulsion in a physical push than there was in his urgent, impatient manner.

Again his thought was interrupted by the other’s fretful, eager voice. ‘Have to give you a check. That all right?’

‘That will be quite satisfactory, Mr Steadman,’ Ranleigh answered, annoyance whetting a slight edge on his voice.

Steadman crossed the hall and sat down at a kneehole desk that must have been an heirloom when Washington and Jefferson were lads, rummaging through the drawer a moment for his checkbook. Ranleigh dropped into a chair and bent his head in thought. Odd, Steadman’s answering the door; when he’d been there before there’d been a houseman and a chambermaid-cook. Where were they now? It was out of character for Steadman to serve himself. . . . That room where he had left the casket . . . what was wrong with it? Something in its composition jarred his sense of propriety, but what? By George! Involuntarily, he snapped his fingers softly. Cataloging the furniture in his mind he’d stumbled on the key. There were no mirrors—not even a hand-glass—in the place. What sort of boudoir was it that lacked mirrors? What woman ever made her toilet without benefit of looking-glass? Odd oversight, that. Or was it an oversight?

Pondering, he glanced across the rug-set floor, and leaned forward with a smile. Stepping soundlessly on dainty feet came a blue-point Siamese cat toward him. He liked cats. Comfortable, homey brutes. There were seldom less than four or five around his house, for Lady Jane, his Maltese tabby, was unalterably opposed to race suicide. ‘Here, puss!’ he whispered in the voice he reserved for his special pets. ‘Pretty pussy!’

The cat dropped to its belly eight or ten feet from him, ears pricked alertly forward, green eyes fixed in a stare. Yet they did not stare at him. As far as he was concerned, they seemed to notice nothing, but to be fixed levelly upon some object just behind him. He became aware of a slight irritation just above his collar, as if the short hair on his neck were rising. It was uncanny, eerie, this being stared through by an animal.

For a moment he sat at a loss, then stretched a hand in invitation to the cat. ‘Nice kitty—pretty puss!’ he wheedled. The hard eyes gleamed in the gaslight, unrecognizing, unseeing; then the beast rose to its padded feet and turned toward the room where the casket stood, stalking off with the light graceful gait of its tribe and never a backward look.

‘Here you are,’ he heard Steadman say, and turned with something like a start to see the freshly blotted check extended toward him. There was no breeze, no air that stirred sufficiently to make the gas flames waver, but the check was quivering as if a strong wind ruffled it. Steadman’s hand was trembling as with palsy, and around his lips there was a tightening of the muscles that spelled but one thing—fear. The man was bordering on panic, almost hysterical with haste and wild desire to be rid of him.

‘Thank you,’ Ranleigh murmured as he rose to put the folded check into his pocket. ‘I’m sorry I was delayed by——’ His partially expressed apology faded on his lips as if his voice had come through a radio and the dial had been abruptly turned.

For the curtains at the boudoir doorway parted, and framed between their iridescent folds a woman stood. Her gown of Nile-green silken tissue hung loosely from her lissome form, no more concealing the perfection of her ivory body than a passing wisp of cumulus cloud hides the disk of the full moon. The rich luxuriance of her burnished-copper hair, unbound and smoothly parted in the middle, swept like a cloven cascade down her high white forehead and swirled like sun-flecked flowing water round her bare white shoulders. About her incredibly slender waist was clasped a girdle fashioned like a golden snake which held its tail in its mouth and from whose head flashed the glint of emerald eyes. Halted in the act of advancing, one long, slim, high-arched foot, shod in a gilded sandal buckled with an emerald clasp, was like a spot of moonlight on the deep red of the rug that brought its blue-veined white perfection into startling definition. As her gaze met Ranleigh’s startled eyes she paused with a sibilant intake of breath, and her right hand, from which the loose sleeve of her gown fell back, clutched at the silk curtain as if for support.

Her half-gasp found an echo in the panting exclamation of surprise which he gave. His heart gave a cold, nauseating lurch, and he dropped back in his chair, weak with sudden sickening weakness. He knew that slender, perfect body, that pale exquisite face. Once he’d seen them living; later . . . She raised a hand as if to put back the fine misty rose-gold hair that flowed across her brow, the sleeve of her gown was attached to the shoulder at the top, but had no seams, being really two silk gores connected by a series of short lengths of gilded cord, and her gesture bared the junction of her under-arm and shoulder. Across the milk-white skin of her armpit there showed an inch-long wound—he remembered—he had made it with his bistoury when he raised her axillary vein and artery to inject embalming fluid.

A chill as of a breath of icy wind ran through him. His reason told him not to be afraid. Who knows better than the embalmer that never till the Day of Judgment shall the dead walk in their mortal flesh again? But reason plays no part when outraged instinct runs amok. Terror, blind, insensate, irresistible, spread on his mind like moss on sodden ground.

Steadman was as white as any corpse. His lips moved slowly, laboredly, as if they had been numbed with cold. ‘Natacha!’ he called in the thin tone of hysteria, then followed the name with a spate of pouring words which seemed to be all consonants.

The frail, pale woman smiled at him with bright vermilion lips and long, green, slanting eyes, answering lazily in a throaty caressing voice. Yet there was an indefinable, eery undercurrent to her tones that sent a fresh chill tingling up Ranleigh’s spine, especially when she cast a momentary sidelong glance at him, and her foreign, unintelligible words became more slowly languorous. There was fascination in those long, green, secret eyes: they had a trick of sliding off obliquely from the thing they contemplated to lose themselves beneath the shadows of their long, black, silky lashes. ‘Nichevo,’2 she finally pronounced with a shrug of her sleek shoulders, and silently as if she were a breath of breeze she turned and vanished between the curtains.

Steadman turned on Ranleigh, eyes ablaze: ‘Anything you’ve seen or heard tonight is under the seal of your profession!’ he cried.

Ranleigh answered with a mirthless laugh. ‘I haven’t any wish to be shut up in a madhouse. If I told anybody what I’ve just seen——’

‘Of course’—something like vindictive glee edged Steadman’s high, sharp laugh—‘you wouldn’t be believed. They’d say you’re crazy——’

‘Quite,’ Ranleigh interrupted evenly. ‘Even if the ethics of my calling didn’t make me keep your confidence, it would be hard for me to find a person who’d believe me, but——’ He stopped upon the conjunction. He had remembered something which his lawyer friend let drop one day in the shower room of the country club. Here was a way to force an explanation.

‘Yes—but?’ the other smiled sarcastically. ‘You’d better decide your eyes played tricks on you, my friend.’

‘I’ve told you I’m bound by professional ethics to respect your confidence,’ repeated Ranleigh, ‘but if I chose to disregard my obligation it might prove awkward. Perhaps you didn’t know it, but the statute against sorcery and witchcraft has never been repealed in this state. It’s a dead-letter, certainly; but if Murray Laboratories’ order sheets were subpoenaed, showing that you ordered canned blood from them today, and the record of your purchases of lady’s wear at Maison Blanche were added to my testimony—don’t you think you owe me something in the way of explanation, Mr Steadman?’

Steadman shrugged resignedly. It was curious how his shell of bruskness melted, leaving him a tired and prematurely aged man, sitting inert in his chair as though pressed there by an insufferable weight of melancholy. ‘I don’t know why I tell you,’ he answered in a weary voice. ‘You won’t believe it. Nobody would. Sometimes I don’t myself, until——’ He paused, fumbled for a cigar in the silver humidor, then continued as he set it alight:

‘You know I was in Harbin when my father died, and that I came home with a Russian wife. You don’t know how I met her, though; I’ve never told before.

‘The Japanese invasion of Mongolia and their setting up of Manchukuo marked the end of business for the Western bankers, and I was making ready to come home before I learned of Father’s death. Termination of my work gave me a chance to do some things I’d never had time for. One of these was tiger hunting.

‘Word had come of a big brute that terrorized the countryside around Koshan, so I collected a party and set out. Things went well enough for the first few kilometers, but as we neared the tiger country the rumors began to change. By the time we reached Koshan we heard that it was not a natural tiger, but a ch’ing shih, or vampire. D’ye know what a vampire is?’

‘You mean like the one in the book—Dracula?’ hazarded Ranleigh.

‘That’s near enough. In China and Mongolia the ch’ing shih may be an animated corpse, like Dracula, or an evil spirit which is sometimes disembodied, sometimes as substantial as a natural person. Generally they’re souls or corpses of black sorcerers, or their victims. For instance, a ch’ing shih may be a person who has met his death by sorcery and had a spell put on him by the magician, so that while he seems dead he revives occasionally, issues from his tomb, and nourishes himself on the blood he sucks from the living. Sometimes he doesn’t seem to die at all, but leads a normal life, eating and drinking like everyone else; only he has to have a dose of human blood occasionally. Failing this he starves. In this form the ch’ing shih is relatively harmless, but if he dies what seems to be a natural death, or if he’s killed, he comes back as a full-fledged vampire, savage as a tiger and wicked as a snake. Also, in this second state, he’s capable of shape-shifting, and can take whatever form he pleases, though generally he assumes the shape of a tiger or jackal, or sometimes just a domestic cat.

‘According to the Slavic tradition the only way to lay a vampire is to come on him in daylight when he’s helpless in his tomb and drive an ash stake through his heart before you cut his head off. Such treatment’s unavailing with a ch’ing shih. As long as any part of him remains he can materialize, so you have to track him down and burn him till there’s nothing left.

‘Well, the upshot of it was I told the village headman that if they’d help me hunt a tiger, and we found nothing in a week, I’d turn to and help them get rid of their ch’ing shih. It seemed as if the tiger—or the ch’ing shih—heard about our bargain, for they both lay low, and for a solid week there were no killings. Then on a Sunday night all hell broke loose. A peasant girl was caught just outside her hut and so badly mauled and torn that you could hardly recognize her as the remnants of a human being, and almost at the same time a swineherd twenty miles away was slashed to ribbons. The third case happened twenty kilos west of Koshan. It was a woman who was attacked in bed, and not only her body, but her pallet and sleeping-rug were ripped to shreds.

‘Suspicion centered in a man known as Ko’en Cheng whose yeaman was some fifteen kilos north and west of Koshan. He’d been noted as a sorcerer—not the white kind—and also as a heartless usurer. Three months or so before he’d been killed in a bandit raid, and left besides an evil reputation a young widow, a White Russian refugee whom he’d married several years before.

‘I don’t suppose you know these “refugees”. Taken by and large they’re pretty scabious. Some of ’em, of course, are the genuine article, but a lot more are just off-scum from the jails and slums and brothels who found no tolerance in the new régime and ran away to save their hides and ply their various unsavory trades wherever they could find a refuge. So I was pretty suspicious concerning what I’d find when I set out for Ko’en Cheng’s yeaman.

‘I certainly had a surprise in store. The place was small, but exquisite. It was surrounded by a gray-brick wall with yellow tiles set like a gabled roof along its top. The gate was made of cedar and ornamented with carved timbers, and inside the wall was a tiled courtyard with the familiar spirit-screen just beyond the gate. The house was roofed with green tiles and from the eaves hung little bronze bells which rang musically at every gust of breeze. As I walked between the rows of dwarf quince trees to the door I heard somebody singing in the house.

‘It was an odd, deep, throaty voice, and the singer evidently sang for her own amusement, a sort of crooning lullaby of contentment:

The birds have all flown from their trees,


The last, lost fleecy cloud has drifted by,


But never shall we tire in our companionship,


O my belovèd, thou and I.

 

‘A verse from China’s classic poet Li Po, rendered into Russian and set to hauntingly-sad Russian music. The timbre of that deep, sweet, thrilling voice did things to my throat—and heart. I wondered what I’d find when I knocked on the lacquered door.

‘The woman was her voice made manifest, the incarnation of the song. I needn’t describe her; you’ve seen her——’ He nodded toward the curtained room; then:

‘When I told her what we’d come for she made no objection. Her husband had been buried in a nearby field, and she took us to his grave and told us we might look into his coffin if we wished, but he had been dead three months and the summer had been hot. Then she left us without another word.

‘My coolies shoveled the earth off the coffin, but when we’d bared it they balked. I had undertaken to find the ch’ing shih; it was my place to force the coffin. So I took a crowbar and prized up the lid.

‘In your work you must have done the same thing many times. I never had, and when I felt the wooden dowels give and saw the heavy coffin-top come loose I went positively sick. But surprise drove disgust away, for the body in the coffin was as fresh as if it had been dead no more than an hour. Fresher, I’d say, for there was no look of death about it.

‘It was an old, old man with thin, straggling gray hair and a wisp of white beard on his chin, but the lips were full and slightly colored and there was a healthy tint in the cheeks. If I hadn’t known that he was dead I’d have sworn he’d crawled into the coffin for a nap, and when I touched his hands and cheeks the flesh was warm.

‘Now that I’d taken the odium of grave-robbery on me the coolies’ courage came back with a rush, and they crowded round the coffin, jabbering and pointing. In a few moments they had made a pile of brush and straw around it, and shouted for me to apply the match.

‘The fuel burned fiercely, and the coffin, of Mongolian cedar, caught the flames like tinder. As the fire began to eat into the lacquered hollow log that formed the coffin the corpse began to writhe. I don’t mean that it struggled to get out. It didn’t. It seemed unable to raise itself, but it turned from side to side, twisting and contorting as in dreadful agony, and waved its hands and kicked its feet, but even then the face retained its calm, serene expression until, just as the blazing coffin-sides were about to fall in, the mouth gaped open and a sudden geyser of red, bright blood spouted up, six feet at least, I’d say, and spattered with a vicious hiss into the fire. Then the coffin fell like a log burned in two, and the flames licked up around the body, hiding it from us.

‘Several of my coolies had been spattered by the blood, and the next day I took them to an Armenian doctor at Koshan, for everywhere the blood had touched them ulcers formed. The lesions seemed like rodent ulcerations, eating right through skin and flesh and bone, and the doctor finally had to amputate in every case.

‘Strangely, the old man’s widow not only was not resentful, but seemed actually grateful to me, and as I had to stay at Koshan while my boys were being treated I went to see her several times.

‘I think I must have loved her from the moment I first heard her voice. I know I loved her by my third trip to her yeaman. We were married just before I left Koshan for Harbin, and when I got back to my hotel there I found the cable announcing my father’s death.

‘I never spoke to Natacha about her life with Ko’en Cheng. One doesn’t do such things. And she never vouchsafed any information, but old Musya her ayah3 was less reticent. If I hadn’t shut her off, she’d have told me everything about their life at Ko’en Cheng’s yeaman. Once, before I forbade her to tell anything about my wife’s past, she declared Ko’en Cheng had “magicked milady to death”, but whether she meant he’d performed tricks of sorcery till Natacha was wearied of them, or that he’d actually killed her I could not determine. She spoke execrable English.

‘You remember, of course, Natacha died while I was in Mexico. When I came home I found old Musya had smothered her grave with garlic, and in addition stuck a wild rose bush right where I wanted to set up the headstone.’

Somewhere in Ranleigh’s inner consciousness a small alarm bell seemed to ring. He knew but little of such things, but vaguely he remembered hearing that a vampire could not stand the touch or smell of garlic, or the nearness of a wild rose thorn or blossom—that it could not pass a place where either was. Who was it told him that, or had he read it somewhere? He gave the matter up, for Steadman was continuing:

‘I had the cemetery grub the weeds up and remound the grave. They finished work two days ago.’

‘Yes?’ prompted Ranleigh as the other paused.

‘Night before last—the night before I called on you—I was reading late in my study when I heard a tapping at the window. I thought it was a wind-blown branch striking the pane at first, but it came again, louder and more insistently, as if someone outside sought admission, and when I looked up, there was Natacha. Her lovely eyes were open wide, looking longingly at me, and she held her hands out imploringly. Of course, I thought it was a dream, but I threw the window open and called her, and she came in.

‘It was no ghost or figment of a dream, but my own Natacha in the solid flesh, glowing and vibrant, but as cold as death’s own self. I took her to the fire and wrapped her in a rug, but she grew no warmer; just huddled there and shivered like a frightened, trembling bird. At last she seemed to gain a little strength, and held her hands out to me. “Kiss me!” she implored, as though she starved for a caress.

‘I took her in my arms, but instead of putting her lips against mine she put them around them, covering my mouth completely and seeming to draw the very breath out of my lungs. I felt myself grow faint, like a swimmer mauled and pounded by the surf until his lungs are full of water, and my eyes seemed blinded by a sort of mist. I could hear a ringing in my ears; then everything went black as I dropped to my knees. I wasn’t quite unconscious; I could still feel her arms round me, gripping me with a hold which seemed stronger every minute, and it seemed as if she’d transferred her lips to my throat. I kept growing weaker, but I felt no pain nor fear. A sort of languorous ecstasy was spreading through me. Then I went completely out, and the next thing I knew I was lying on the floor before the fire with Natacha bending over me, holding my cheeks between her palms and murmuring Russian love-names to me. She was warm now; warm and glowing with vitality, and, weak as I was, the flame of my love rose to meet the glowing fire of hers.

‘We counted every minute of that night as misers count their gold. I heaped logs upon the fire until the flames leaped up the chimney like a holocaust, but in a little while she began to be chilled again, and presently she gasped for air until I let her put her mouth to mine and draw breath from me. That revived her somewhat, and when she’d sucked a little more blood from my throat she seemed herself once more, though I could not feel the movement of her heart against mine as she lay in my arms.

‘Before the morning came she told me. Old Musya had not spoken figuratively when she said Ko’en Cheng “magicked Natacha to death”. He’d done just that—kept her bound and starved her for days in a cellar, reciting charms and incantations over her until she died, or seemed to. Then he revived her by his magic arts, and after that she lived normally, except that every once in a while she had a sudden inordinate craving for warm human blood. Then he’d go out with a small silver vase and bring it back filled to the brim with blood. She’d drink it, almost at a draft, and the craving passed away, sometimes for a few weeks, sometimes for months together.

‘But the whole point was this: Ko’en Cheng had infected her as a ch’ing shih. As yet she was in the primary stage, being able to subsist on ordinary food and drink, and only needing human blood occasionally, but when she fell ill here and seemed to die again she really passed into the tertiary stage of vampirism. She is now a true ch’ing shih, a complete vampire, able to support existence only by repeated drafts of human blood, unable to draw breath from the air for any considerable time, and forced to steal her breath from living people.

‘Not only that: Her appetite increases constantly. The little blood she drew from me night before last will be inadequate to nourish her in a short time. Within a week she’ll need a pint of blood a day, and after that a quart; in a month or two a gallon will be scarcely adequate to sustain her from one day to the next.

‘Like Ko’en Cheng when I found him in his grave, she lies in pseudo-death from cock-crow to sunset, and during that time she must rest in her coffin, either that in which she was originally buried, or one substantially like it, and some earth from her original grave must be in it, or she cannot find rest.

‘Natacha was my first and only love. Women never had meant much to me until I met her, and the thought of having her with me again, on any terms—in any way—was like the offer of a cool drink to a man who dies of thirst. She had to go back to her grave at sunrise yesterday, but I determined to make preparations to enable her to stay here with me. First I came to you and bought a casket; then I ordered clothes for her at Maison Blanche, and a supply of blood—enough for several days at her present appetite—from the Murray Laboratories. On my way home I visited the cemetery and took a shovelful of earth from her grave. Now everything has been arranged. She need never leave me, day or night.’

He turned defiantly on Ranleigh. ‘You think I’m crazy, of course. You don’t believe a word of this——’

‘I’m sorry, Mr Steadman, but I do,’ the funeral director denied. ‘I only wish that I could think you’re crazy and this whole thing the illusion of a deranged mind, but—I know that body—Mrs Steadman, I mean. I can identify it—her—positively. But would you mind explaining one thing more?’

‘I will if I can.’

‘I noticed that there are no mirrors in the room where you had me take the casket. It’s furnished like a lady’s powder room, but——’

Steadman nodded sadly as his interrogator paused. ‘A mirror would be useless there. Substantial as they are in every other way, vampires cannot cast a shadow in the sun or strike back reflections from a mirror. She has to make her toilet without looking-glasses, or depend on me to help her.

‘Of course, in the circumstances, I don’t dare keep the servants here after sundown. I have them come at ten o’clock in the morning, and leave by four in the afternoon. During daylight I shall keep the door to my wife’s room locked.’

Ranleigh rose and held his hand out. ‘Only two men in America, you and I, know about this,’ he declared. ‘I think that we’re the only ones who would believe it, too. You won’t tell; I can’t. Your secret is safe——’

‘For the present, yes,’ his host broke in, ‘but there’s something else I want you to do for me, Mr Ranleigh. I’m not a well man. Only last week Dr Draper warned me I might drop off any minute with a heart attack. I’d like to know that when I die you’ll take charge of my body and inter it in Natacha’s grave. Also, I want you to make sure she’s cremated. As long as I live I can see her wants are supplied, but with my death she’ll have no one to procure blood for her, and when that happens she’ll go raging through the countryside, exactly as Ko’en Cheng did in Mongolia, killing anyone she comes on for his breath and blood. . . . You can arrange it, can’t you?’

‘Of course,’ responded Ranleigh. Practically, he knew there would be almost insuperable difficulties. How could he get a transit permit for a body long since certified as buried? Who would sign a death certificate for a woman dead and in her grave almost a year? But these were things for him to worry over. His first duty was to ease his patron’s mind, so he nodded confidently again.

 

Ranleigh’s thoughts were circling and spinning like a squirrel in its cage as he shot his self-starter and turned his car toward home. With his own eyes he’d seen the dead walk, looked into the eyes he’d sealed, heard words issue from the mouth he’d closed—Steadman’s story must be true: he could not doubt the testimony of his senses. But who but he and Steadman would believe it? What jury would give even momentary credence if he told them what he’d seen and heard, what lunacy commission would delay a moment to pronounce him insane when they heard the narrative of his experience tonight? This was an issue he must face alone, a problem he must solve by himself.

Dog-tired, exhausted mentally as well as physically, he put the car in the garage. Mechanically rather than consciously he refilled the gas tank and checked oil and water. Funeral directors, like the fire department, must keep vehicles in readiness for instant response to the unexpected call. A final check-up of the tires’ pressure gage. ‘Now that’s done, thank heaven. Good Lord but I’m sleepy!’ he yawned as he stumbled rather than walked to his bedroom.

Sleep was instantaneous and almost as deep as anaesthesia, but when he wakened it was to complete consciousness. The moon had long since set, and in the sky there was the changing light that heralds dawn. Involuntarily he sat up in bed, breathing quickly, and his breath plumed out before him in the frosty early-morning air, ash-gray, like cigarette smoke. Someone—something—stood between him and the window, silhouetted dimly in the wan light. It was a woman’s form, small, wizened, bent with rheumatism, and—this was utterly absurd, of course!—it seemed garbed in one of his ten-fifty burial dresses.

But was it absurd? Ranleigh knew his merchandize as he knew the lines of his hand. Those rather sleazy rayon crêpe dresses were furnished with his cheaper funerals, such as that he’d conducted for—the figure made a little abrupt movement, brought its face into the slowly strengthening light, and he recognized the withered wrinkled countenance—Musya. Musya the old nurse and lady’s maid who hanged herself when Natacha died, and whom he’d buried without pay!

Now, surely, he was dreaming. The things he’d seen at Mortmain Manor, the bizarre story Steadman told him, these had induced this vision . . . he stopped the rationalizing thought and leant toward the ceremented figure, for she was speaking in the high, cracked voice he remembered, and bobbing at him with a stiff-kneed curtsy.

‘The gaspadin must not be frightened. Musya means him no harm; she has come—it is permitted her—to ask a favor from him. A favor which will give the dead peace and the living safety. Yes, the gaspadin must listen, please.

‘He does not know, nor does anybody else, but Musya—old ugly Musya the Tartar half-caste—was the mother of the beauteous Natacha. Who her father was it makes no matter, time is pressing, and the gaspadin must understand. When Natacha wed the evil Ko’en Cheng she was desperate. She and Musya were starving; but had she known the thing he was, the thing that he would make of her, she would gladly have faced hunger’s pangs, or given her fair body to the wolves or tigers. Nichevo—never mind—it is too late for vain regrets. Milord Steadman has told the gaspadin Natacha’s history, how she came back from the grave to greet him with a kiss. Ahee! It was the kiss of death! Had he not had the safety-giving garlic rooted up and torn the wild rose from its place, she would be lying in her grave all harmless.

‘Musya put the garlic and the wild rose there, for Musya knew what would befall when Natacha had seemed to die, but really had become ch’ing shih. Musya should have had the gaspadin burn Natacha’s fair body with the fire that cleanses, but when she saw the child all beautiful in her false death she could not do it. Besides, she would do that which is required to make the vampire’s grave a safe one. Then, when she’d sown the garlic seed and planted the wild rose, because she had no further need of life, she would destroy herself. How was foolish old Musya to know that Milord Steadman would undo her work?

‘Aie—aie! The gaspadin must rise and dress all quickly and hasten to the house of Milord Steadman. The fate which no man may escape however fast or far he travels has found him, and he lies cold in death beside the coffin of Natacha. The dawning comes and all will be well till the evening sun goes down, but then Natacha will awaken and find no food to ease her craving, so she will go out ravening and killing. For that is what the ch’ing shih does. Oh, yes!

‘The gaspadin will go at once and give the bodies of Natacha and Milord Steadman to the cleansing flames? Only so can he prevent the night-terror from going forth upon its raids. Only thus can he give Natacha the peaceful rest the true dead have, protect the poor ones who may be her victims otherwise, and keep Milord Steadman from being even such as she. Oh, yes; he, too, will be ch’ing shih. Has she not drunk his breath and blood, has she not fleshed her lips in his throat? And does not the mad wolf make all other wolves he bites go mad?’

Something of the urgency of her appeal communicated itself to him. It was not her words alone, but something undefinable, a sort of psychic fluid which seemed flowing from her mind to his. Despite himself he was convinced. He felt the exigency of the entreaty; the sudden compulsion for haste—this must be done quickly, or the countryside would reek with a vile virus. Dozens, scores, perhaps hundreds of graves would become lairs for fetid demons of the night. . . . Oh, hurry—hurry!

‘All right,’ he answered. ‘I’ll go there——’

‘Bless you! Oh, kindly heaven bless you, gaspadin!’

He turned away a moment, feeling for the light switch. The lamps flashed on, but when he faced around old Musya was nowhere in sight.

 

The house was very still as he forced the front door back. Fading in the strengthening light of the bright winter sun the gas lamps burned with a faint hissing; despite his rubber heels his footsteps echoed hollowly on the waxed floors. The whole place seemed to hold its breath as if it gasped in awe-struck horror at a tragedy it had witnessed—or waited for.

Steadman half knelt, half lay by the casket, his hands, already stiffening in rigor mortis, grasping at the écru lining of the burial case, as though death paralyzed him as he attempted to climb into it. His head was thrown back to expose his throat, on which there showed a series of small perforated wounds, as though the skin had been repeatedly stabbed with long sharp needles. But there was no blood on or near the punctures. His face was very pale. His eyes were not quite closed, and a thin thread of white showed through his lashes. His mouth was slightly opened, lax and curved down at the corners, as if he were very tired.

Ranleigh bent and felt his wrist, knowing in advance there would be no pulsation there. He had not dealt with death for thirty years for nothing.

Natacha lay in her casket as in a bed. Her head was turned a little to the side; one slim hand rested on her breast, the other lay beside her, and in the flickering light of the gas jet it seemed her bosom rose and fell in a light peaceful sleep.

‘Lovely,’ murmured Ranleigh as he looked at her, ‘so lovely!’ It would be a desecration—worse, a murder—to destroy this glowing, vibrant beauty. How could he do it?

He was tempted. He could close the casket, take her to his funeral home, and keep her there until . . . yes, until? Until the sun went down, and those black silken lashes fluttered up, disclosing long green eyes . . . then when the red lips parted and the deep, melodious voice addressed him . . . what madness was this? He was a funeral director, one who disposed of the dead. But he served the living, too. Yes, the living! Old Musya’s pleading echoed in his inward ear: ‘Give the dead peace and the living safety!’

The plan came to him full-formed, complete. From lamp to lamp he went, turning from the burners. He tested every window, every door, making sure they were closed tightly, then hurried to the kitchen to turn the burners of the gas range on full force. The disagreeable pungent odor of acetylene was growing stronger every second . . . if only there were enough in the storage tank. No matter, he would have to chance that. Only embers glowed upon the hearth, but he dragged logs from the wood box, piled them in log-cabin formation upon the andirons, and blew on the ashes until a little curl of orange flame rose flickering in a spiral. Now, hurry!

He slammed the door behind him, threw his clutch in and rode racing from the courtyard of the house. The dashboard clock said 9:15; the servants would report at ten o’clock. He must be well away before then.

Five miles had clicked off on his speedometer when the blast roared through the quiet winter morning. From the hilltop where the manor house stood lighted in the slanting rays of the pale winter sun a shaft of white fire geysered up, sank for an instant like a guttering candle, then volcanoed up again. Then came the rushing, leaping, coruscating, roaring wall of yellow flame. Pouring from the opened jets and mixing with the air in the closed house the carbide gas had been ignited by the blaze in the fireplace, exploded with a blast of almost incalculable heat, and fired the centuries-old, oil-soaked woodwork of the building as if it had been celluloid touched by live fire. In half an hour Mortmain Manor would be only a charred mass of glowing embers and a heap of fire-blasted brick.

What was it Musya begged him to do—give them to the cleansing fire? She could rest easy in her grave—the grave he’d purchased for her—till Judgment Day. He’d carried her request out to the letter.








 





 

 

 

Uncanonized

 

 

GRAY-BLUE AND PUNGENT-SWEET, the scent of leaf smoke floated on the breeze that wandered lazily across the valley; from the larches growing on the farther hills the cuckoo’s call, a little sad, a little mocking, drifted softly as the echo of a half-heard echo. Little animals, too insignificant to merit chase, looked startled-eyed from the long roadside grass as young Graf Otho Hohenschuh rode through the gathering dusk with his companions. They had been hawking since the cock had trumpeted his salutation to the morning; now, with game bags filled and palates dry with thirst, they sought the comfort of the Pulitzberg, the slippery, thirst-annihilating Reingau and the roasted joints of venison and brawn. With Otho rode his saddlemates and cup-comrades, Hans Richnau, Emil von Dessaur, and Werther von der Plücher, free-landed, towered junkers like himself, gallant riders and good swordsmen, mighty workers with the trencher or the flagon, and ruthless and acquisitive as the hooded hawks which they had coursed that day.

‘’Fore God,’ exclaimed von Dessaur as they cantered toward the cleared lands, ‘meseems this road grows longer as we wend it! I am thirsted till I scarce can speak——’

‘Then husband thy breath,’ laughed von Hohenschuh. ‘’Tis nigh three leagues until we reach the Berg, and thou’lt be choken to the death ere then. Now, if thy dainty throat could forgo wine and be content with home-brewed ale——’

‘Mary Mother, I would e’en take milk and pull no face on tasting it!’ the other interrupted. ‘Stretch forth thy rod and smite the rock whence small beer floweth, oh, Moses!’

Graf Otho turned into a lane that crossed the ancient Roman road and led directly to the valley. ‘The farmerers make Harvest Home,’ he threw across his shoulder. ‘’Twill be a shame and a reproach if they’ve not beer and bread to give us.’

The countryside was out in force. Farmerers, crofters, freedmen, carls, and villeins had turned out like an army for the gathering-in of corn; now, the wheat-heads gleaned and straw in ordered stacks, they made a feast of Harvest Home at the grange of Wolfgang the franklin. All day, from sun-up to late twilight, the mowers had weaved back and forth across the fields of standing wheat and rye, and after labor came refreshment. Whole-roasted pigs and sheep and oxen, chickens, ducks and geese, long loaves of wheaten and rye bread and cauldronfuls of cabbage boiled with fat-back disappeared almost as if by magic, and barrel after barrelful of ale and spice-tanged cider foamed and frothed into the pewter pots and earthen steins as the women made their rounds from group to group of feasting peasants; for Wolfgang the franklin spread the feast for his tenants and neighbors and it would be a shame to him if any left his farmstead able to look at a bite of food or sup of ale or cider other than with feelings of disgust.

He had been cast in a heroic mold, this Wolfgang. Six feet three inches he stood in woolen hosen, and his weight was fourteen stone; yet nowhere on him was an ounce of fat, and though he scarce could form the letters of his name, his was the best hand with the scythe or quarter-staff or grisarme in all the countryside.

Beside him on the oaken bancal sat his bride-betrothed, Gertruda, daughter of Humboldt the crofter, and next to them was stout Friar Hilderbrandt who when the feast was done should make them man and wife.

Hilderbrandt was godly, though not saintly. Saints were woven of a tougher fiber, better able to resist the promptings of the flesh. As one who trod the common ways of common men and shared their joys and sorrows he was ever aware of the world, and he did not disdain it. He was a mighty worker at the table, his girdle spanned a waist an ell in compass, and he could toss pots with the strongest-headed drinker in the parish and still be thirsty and sure-footed when his cup-companion snored beneath the table. Now, as befitted one who knew not only the Four Gospels intimately, but the savor of good fare as well, he occupied the seat of master of the revels.

‘Laus Deo!’ he exclaimed with pious fervor, emptying his pint-cup at a draft and sighing gustily as he wiped his foam-flecked lips upon his cassock cuff. ‘Laus Deo, amen! Nay, wench, be not so hasty——’ as the girl cup-bearer was about to move along with laden tray. ‘Another cup to keep the first one company, and then a third in honor of the blessed Trinity. Wot ye not what good Aquinas saith, videlicet—in nomine Domini, here be noble visitors!’

The peasants’ shouting merriment ceased abruptly as Otho and his comrades clattered into the barn court, and every feaster rose and stood respectfully to hear the young graf’s pleasure.

‘Ach Gott, are we a pestilence that ye leave off pleasuring at sight of us?’ the Count demanded testily. ‘Nay, Wolfgang,’ as the franklin left his place and came to hold his liege lord’s stirrup, ‘let merriment proceed. We be four thirsty-throated men come for a stoup of ale. Ye would not give a beggar less, methinks.

‘Ho, musickers,’ he waved a gloved hand to the knot of rustics who with viol and flute and tambour gathered at the barn door, ‘to work! Let’s see the harvest dance and hear the strain of your sweet instruments!’

A peasant maid hurried forward with a tray of pewter mugs and Richnau, von Dessaur, and von der Plücher tossed bottoms up and belched with gusty relish, but Hohenschuh waved the cup aside. ‘Am I to be served by a field wench?’ he asked, his dark eyes on Wolfgang’s affianced bride. ‘Will not the mistress of the revels deign to bring me drink in her fair hands?’

A blush swept up Gertruda’s slim pale throat and mounted to her cheeks and brow as with downcast eyes she left her place and bore a foaming ale mug to von Hohenschuh. ‘Will not your lordship dismount and take a place at table?’ she asked in a low voice. ‘It is not fitting that——’

‘Nay, mädchen, I have but time for this’—he interrupted as he took the ale mug from between her hands and drained it at a single long-drawn draft—‘and this!’ He tossed the empty pot away so that it rang and bounced and clanged against the kidney stones of the barn court, and bending from his saddle set a bent forefinger underneath her chin and kissed her on the upturned lips.

And as he laughed again to see the quick blood burning in her face the music started, and to the rhythm of the tambour and the tune of viol and flute and flageolet the youths and maidens took their places for the dance.

‘By the bones of good Saint Hubert, patron of the chase, I’ll stop to tread a measure!’ declared Hohenschuh and swung down from the saddle.

They made a gallant couple with the torchlight and the bonfires’ flickering beams upon them. Hohenschuh was tall and dark and handsome as the Devil’s self with his sleek hair, his tiny black mustache, and the little tuft of black hair on his nether lip. His doublet was of Saxon green, cinctured tightly at the waist by a broad leathern belt, and falling almost to the knees in heavy pleats cross-stitched with gold; on his legs were high-laced boots of soft brown hide which came up to the chausses of green fustian that encased his thighs. He wore no sword, but at his belt there hung a heavy dirk-knife in a scabbard of brown leather set with gold.

Gertruda, daughter of the crofter Humboldt, was lovely as the lily-spear from which she took her name. Her hair was fair with the bright sheen that ripened wheat stalks have at harvest time, and as the harvest queen she wore it unbound and unplaited, save for the wreath of cornflowers bound about her brow. Underneath the blossom fillet looked two deep blue eyes with a sweet, trusting frankness that proclaimed her spirit pure and virginal as her slim young body. Faint responsive roses bloomed in either cheek and seemed to cast a shadow of their color down her slender, graceful neck. In her gown of deep-blue linen, touched with bands of white at throat and wrist, with the glory of the firelight burnishing her unbound hair, she seemed as chaste and other-worldly as a carven angel set in a carven niche.

‘Kreuzsakrament,’ Graf Otho swore as he completed the dance and turned to mount his charger while Wolfgang, as was meet, stood by to hold his stirrup, ‘thou art the lucky one, my Wolfgang! Would that I might bide here to see thee wed this flower-maid’—Gertruda’s lashes dropped demurely, and a deeper flush dyed her flushed cheeks as his dark eyes looked down into her blue ones—‘but business at the Berg impels my presence thither. Howbeit, see thou to it that thou bring’st the molmen and thy bride into the castle hall ere thou hast smelled the flowers of the bride-bed.’

‘Tonight, my lord? Certes, thou knowest well I will not fail to bring the silver, but we wed within the hour, and the Pulitzberg is three leagues distant——’

‘Tonight, my Wolfgang,’ broke in young Graf Otho. ‘It is my pleasure that I have the forfeit ere thou hast the maid.’

Now it was the law, and had been since the days of Charlemagne the Great, that when a vassal wed, the lord of Pulitzberg, if he desired, might occupy the bridal chamber in the husband’s stead upon the wedding night, and this was called the droit de seigneur, or lord’s right. Not in the memory of living man had any lord of Pulitzberg exacted payment of the droit in kind. Graf Otho’s father and grandfather and great-grandsire had compromised their claims for silver, and for more than ninety years a bag of thalers had been offered and accepted as a quit-claim settlement.

So Wolfgang louted low and bent his head in assent to his lord’s command. ‘The silver shall be in thy hand before the castle horologe strikes ten, my liege,’ he promised.

 

Against the purple backdrop of the night the Pulitzberg loomed like a darker shadow in the midst of shadows. Here and there a lighted window showed like an orange point pricked in the sky above the towering rim of the great rock on which the castle stood. From the ravine where a rill ran brawling past the Berg’s base rose the evening mist, whorl swirling lazily on whorl until the valley and the great trees growing on the lower slopes were shrouded like the sheeted dead, and through the thickening brume the harvest moon shone faintly, its golden light transmuted into faded silver by the gathering haze. The broad-flanked palfrey’s hooves made rhythmic music on the roadway flints as Wolfgang with Gertruda on the pillion at his back rode at easy gait toward the castle.

Up from the ravine came a faint halloo as villeins’ brats called back and forth across the rock-spiked gulch while they sought mollusks by the flare of rushlight torches. Gertruda clutched her husband’s arm between convulsive hands and shuddered against the rough stuff of his jerkin.

‘Art chilled, my sweetling?’ he asked with a bridegroom’s solicitude. ‘The mist is rising from the valley, but we shall be there eftsoons——’

‘Nay, husband,’ came her whispered interruption, ‘it was no chill of night that shook me. I felt a sudden inward tremor, such as the old wives say we feel when one steps on the spot where we shall die. Oh, Wolfgang’—her hold upon his great arm tightened—‘if I should die this night, upon my wedding eve—meseems this joy is too great to endure. What if it proves to be like fairy gold that turns to withered leaves and ashes in the holder’s hand——’

‘Tush, little silly one, what is there to be feared of? Am I not with thee——’

‘Nathless, husband, I am frighted. The way the young graf looked at us ere we were wed——’

‘Graf Otho, quotha?’ Wolfgang’s laugh drowned out her frightened, half-articulated words. ‘If we need fear no other more than him our path of life will be a smooth one, little bride o’ mine. We be more than lord and liegeman, he and I. We be true friends and comrades, and have been since our youth. I am beholden to him for my lands, but he is debtor to me for his life. Think ye he would do us wrong?’

‘His life? How sayest thou, Wolfgang?’

Again his chuckle answered her. ‘’Twas when we were but lads scarce breeched that he and I went hunting in the woods beyond the Tanneberg. It was forbidden ground to us, for there were bears and wolves—aye, robbers, too—among those trees, but danger ever was more lure than warning to us. Eh, we had not gone far when we heard a crackling in the brush, and on the trail before us stood a monster old he-bear with yellow fangs and little eyes that glared with rage and hate. He was a roamer of the woods, that one, an outcast from his kind who mated not and killed whatever crossed his path. He had been searching for a honey-tree, but now he sought no honey.

‘Graf Otho was a step before me, and when the bruin rushed at him he thrust out bravely with his boar-spear, but the monster struck the shaft aside as if it had been a reed, and towered over him a moment ere it dropped to rend him. But in that instant I let out a shout of mingled rage and fear and hurled a stone which struck the beast square on its tender snout so that it turned on me instead.’

Gertruda snuggled closer to her bridegroom’s massive shoulder and laid her cheek against the rough frieze of his jerkin. Her frightening premonitions were forgotten; surely she was safe with such a man for husband. ‘And wert thou not afeared?’ she whispered breathlessly.

‘Aye, more than ever I have been before or since, weibchen. When the brute turned on me I felt as if I had been stuffed with naught but water, and that aleak so sorely I must collapse like a burst wine-skin, but those who act the quickest live the longest in the wildwood, and, Gott sei dank, I had the wit to act. So I drave with my grisarme straight at his hairy breast, and he did not snap my spear as he had lashed away Count Otho’s; so the iron fleshed itself clear to the haft in him, and when he struck at me he stumbled over Otho’s prostrate body so he fell upon the spire and broke the shaft, but drove the blade clear through him so it thrust out of his back. So he fell upon his side and kicked and moaned his life away.

‘Then Otho and I named ourselves great huntsmen and the conquerors of monsters, and made shift to skin the brute and take its pelt and head for trophies. But ere we did this Otho thanked me graciously for my part in the work, and sware that from that day he was my true friend and companion, and that when we were men grown and he had reached his heritage there was nothing which I might ask that he would not give me freely. Think’st thou that we have aught to fear from him, my sweet? ’Tis but a whim that prompts him to exact the silver molmen on our bridal night instead of waiting for the payment as was the wont of his sire and grandsire.’

 

Graf Otho sat at late meat with his cronies of the chase. The remnants of a roasted pig’s face garnished with stewed plums, part of a haunch of venison, and the remains of a cast of bread were on the table, and by the Count’s hand stood a cruye of wine from which he replenished the silver rummers of himself and guests.

‘Body o’ Judas,’ swore von Dessaur between hiccups as his host renewed the ruby liquid in his flagon, ‘this is no Rheingau, no vintage of our valleys. ’Tis sherris, as I’m a sinner hoping for the Lord His pardon, a very heading cup to steal the senses and befog the brain!’

Graf Otho smiled, a thin slow smile that raised his black mustaches at the corners of his mouth and showed a hard white line of teeth between his lips. ‘Mayhap ’tis conscience who is doomed to lay her neck upon the block tonight,’ he answered cryptically, his eyes upon a bear’s head mounted on the wall. Then, to von Plücher: ‘What say’st thou, Ludwig, can promises be binding on a man of gens if made by him to a churl?’

Von der Plücher drew a deep draft from his rummer and considered gravely. ‘The churl and villein know not faith and honor,’ he decided at length. ‘Unless they take an oath upon the rood they cannot be bound to a promise. Meseems a man of gentle blood need not fulfill a promise made a carl unless he too hath sworn upon the cross or taken value for its giving.’ The others nodded solemn agreement as Hohenschuh refilled the cups.

‘It was an old, decrepit beast,’ he muttered. ‘Belike I could have slain him unaided——’

‘What say’st thou?’ von Dessaur asked. ‘What beast, my Otho?’

‘Eh? I did but mutter in my cup,’ returned Graf Otho. ‘Forgive me, friends, but I would be alone. I have somewhat to attend to ere the horologe strikes ten, and we must ride betimes upon the morrow.’

One by one they rose and made unsteady bows and left him sitting in his oaken chair before the oaken table with the orange glare of rushlights brightening the blood-red of the spilled wine on its polished top.

 

Wolfgang made a leg and Gertruda dropped a low, respectful curtsy when they came into the wide hall where Graf Otho sat alone before the broken meats and spattered wine.

‘Here is the molmen, good my lord,’ the franklin announced as he slipped the thongs that held the leathern sack of silver to his girdle. ‘A hundred and fifty and two broad thalers, minted with the picture of the angel Gabriel on ’em, as was paid by my sire to your sire and my grandsire to yours.’

‘Put by thy money, Wolfgang,’ ordered the Count with a smile. ‘Use it to buy a prettying for thy sweet bride; mayhap I shall give thee a like sum on the morrow or the day after——’

‘Thou wert ever generous, my lord,’ Wolfgang’s wide face broke into a smile as he put a hand out to retrieve the silver. But both the gesture and the smile were halted as Graf Otho finished speaking.

‘——after I have had my marriage rights as thy liege lord.’

Wolfgang licked dry lips with a tongue that seemed to have gone dry all suddenly. ‘My lord is pleased to jest,’ he stammered thickly. His heavy fingers twisted and untwisted on each other; there was about him the air of a bewildered child.

‘Nay, in good sadness, I am minded to assert my right and demand payment of the droit in kind,’ the Count returned, almost patiently. ‘Get thee to thy cot, good Wolfgang, and tomorrow when the cock hath crowed three times come thou to the castle for thy fair Gertruda. I can promise thee——’

‘Aye, as thou didst promise long ago, when I saved thee from the ravening bear!’ Wolfgang interrupted hotly. ‘On that day thou swore to be to me like any brother, and declared that whatsoever I might ask thee should be granted me. I claim thy promise now, Otho Hohenschuh. By the memory of our boyhood friendship, by the service which I did thee; by the sacredness of thy pledged word I conjure thee to let us go in peace, unscathed and undefiled. Take thy tale of silver as thy sire and grandsire did aforetime, and——’ In his excess of emotion Wolfgang laid his hand upon the heavy hanger belted to his waist, and:

‘Ho, guard, there!’ cried Count Otho. ‘Seize me this varlet who hath offered violence in mine own hall. Set him in the inner dungeon and lock his feet fast in the stocks until I bid ye loose him!’

Surprised, but obedient, twenty men-at-arms came rushing to perform their master’s bidding, and Wolfgang went down beneath an overpowering weight of burly armored bodies and the flailing of a score of fists.

Bound with a length of rope they set him on his feet and dragged him to the door, but ere they hustled him down to the dungeon cell he turned to shout: ‘Oath-breaker, perjurer, accursed of God and man; the doom of Judas be upon thee; may thou go to thy death unshriven and in fear——’ A guardsman’s gauntlet stopped his mouth, and, silenced and raging, but as helpless as a rabbit in a snare, they hurried him into the oubliette.

 

Gertruda faced the Count across the littered dining-board. Her pulses jumped like frightened hares with every quick-drawn breath, her heart was quivering and jerking like something in its death-throes. There was a dreadful, paralyzing weakness spreading through her, as if her insides were becoming unfastened. Her lower lip began to quiver and she caught it savagely between her teeth to hold it steady. The urge to pray rose in her, but she had no words to frame a prayer. God seemed terribly unreal . . . perhaps there was no God! Surely He would not let such things happen if He existed . . . what harm had she or Wolfgang ever done, what had they ever asked of Heaven but each other and a little time to enjoy life and love together?

Graf Otho’s softly uttered, suave words called her from the trance of horror that enchained her. He spoke gently, with a sort of soft persausion, as to a frightened child: ‘—the bridal couch is decked with flowers and a bedgown of the softest silk from far Cathay waits to caress thy gentle form——’

She beat her breast with her left fist to still the frantic feeling which seemed spreading like a blood-stain in the sand to smother the wild palpitation of her heart. With her right hand she sawed a cross-sign in the air between them.

‘Aroint thee, perjurer and foresworn friend,’ she gasped. ‘Come not near nor touch me——’

Graf Otho drew his breath in with a sibilating hiss. Her tense, pale face was set and immobile as the marble visage of a sculptured saint in the Cathedral at Cologne, but the glow of rushlights gleaming at her back shone through her wheat-blond hair and made it shine like minted gold, and the shadows of her brows gave added depth and luster to the deep blue of her eyes. The wench was fairer, even, than he’d thought.

‘Nay, lovely ’Truda,’ he began to wheedle, ‘flee not from me in affright, I beseech thee. See, I will be thy tiring-woman——’ He passed around the table and laid a hand upon her bodice, but she shook the lethargy of terror off and ran on faltering, stumbling feet to the wide windows overlooking the ravine that served the Pulitzberg in place of a moat.

‘Back—back!’ she panted as he halted by the casement. ‘Come but another step and I will throw myself——’

His laughter drowned her threat. ‘Not thou, my ’Truda—and mine thou art, as surely as the horse I stride or hound I course,’ he denied. ‘Look thou out and see what lies beyond that window, then say if thou’lt choose it instead of Otho Hohenschuh, his arms and lips.’

Gertruda cast a timorous glance across the two-foot stone sill of the window-place. Two hundred feet and more below, the mountain rill, high-swollen by a steady week of rain that fell before the harvest period, ran clattering and bawling on the needle-points of rock, and at the edges of the flood the white foam steamed and glistened as if the very force of friction of the water on the boulders set it boiling. She drew away with a gasp, for the chasm seemed to call and beckon to her, but even as she shuddered back she felt his touch upon her shoulder.

‘Hast made thy choice, Gertruda mine?’ he asked so softly that she scarce could hear his words above the clamor of the water shouting on the rocks below.

‘I thine?’ she answered in a voice gone hoarse with loathing and disgust. ‘Thine, Otho Hohenschuh? Sooner would I give myself to Barran-Sathanas! Hear me, thou who perjured thy true word and requited the savior of thy life with perfidy—look in mine eyes and read in them thy doom—heilige Maria!’ As Graf Otho’s fingers tightened on her shoulder and he made to draw her into his embrace she thrust him back with all her feeble might, leapt to the window-sill, and dropped herself into the abyss.

Out into the night she launched, a glimmer of white face and gleaming hair, pale hands clutching at the empty air, then turning slowly over as she fell.

Otho looked across the casement sill, his black eyes wide, his midriff twitching with incipient sickness. She lay face down upon the rocks that rimmed the swirling spray-plumed fall of a small cataract, her arms outstretched like those of a diver, her fair bright hair around her like an aureole, and her head bent at an utterly impossible angle. He saw one of her slim hands move a little, as if to reach another with its clasp. Then the fingers opened slowly, like the petals of a wilting flower—and moved no more.

 

They buried her slight, broken body in a grave dug at the crossroads. Coffinless and shroudless they put her in the earth, garbed in the blood-stained gown she wore upon her bridal night, with nothing but her bright hair for a winding-sheet. No linen bandages bound her chin, no cincture held her pale hands crossed upon her breast; there was neither bell nor book nor prayer nor perfumed incense at her burial, for as one self-slain she died outside the pale of religion, and might not have the holy office read for her, nor lie in consecrated ground. Her father and her mother stood afar off, weeping. Wolfgang labored in his fields, and took no more account of her burial than if it had been a stray dog they tumbled into the hole scooped out of the leaf-mold underneath the mighty oak that grew beside the crossways.

But in the dark of night when honest men lay snug abed with fires covered, prayers said, and doors barred fast, there came one to the crossroads grave who knelt and clasped his hands and besought pardon for the wife-maid who had forfeited her soul to save her body from defilement, and, rising, made the sacred sign above the dark, unhallowed earth in which they had laid the suicide.

A kindly man was Friar Hilderbrandt, and, according to his lights, a godly one; but no saint. Saints were knitted of a tougher fiber; their love of God was all-exclusive. Hilderbrandt’s love of his fellow creatures had more of earthiness than Paradise about it.

 

From the dark shadows of the Tannenberg to the sun-washed valleys of the farm lands spread the dreadful word: A werewolf was abroad!

Flocks were set upon and decimated, the stoutest-hearted sheep dogs ran with lowered tails and craven whines to the shelter of the farmhouse, and the strongest bars were powerless to keep the monster from the folds.

A forester had met the devil-beast at night-fall as he hurried homeward through the Schwarzwald. Though he hewed at it with his short sword it overbore him with a mighty pounce and put its monstrous forepaws on his arms and pinned him helpless to the earth.

Then as he gave up hope and was commending himself to Heaven it took its muzzle from his throat and its great paws from his arms and trotted off into the bush. But ere it vanished it turned back and gave him a long look that made the scalp creep on his skull and turned the hot blood in his veins to ice; for its eyes were like a woman’s, big and blue and fringed with long, dark lashes, and in their depths he read a ridicule more dreadful than the bitterest hatred, and when it opened its dark lips and bared its gleaming fangs it did not howl or growl or whine, but laughed a scornful, mocking laugh, sweet as the music of a jonglar’s bells, but terrible to hear.

Graf Otho had been to the Emperor’s court at Warzburg to pay his devoir to his sovereign and take the Lady Margaretta von Orselm to wife. The Lady Margaretta was not highly favored as to looks, being somewhat wider than her height required, and inclined to be thick of wrist and ankle—some said head, as well. Her teeth were large, her mouth was small, her hair was scanty and of an uncertain color. But her dower was four pack-mules’ load of gold and silver coin, her family was an ancient one, and of much influence at court, and her brother was Count Werther von Orselm, one of the foremost knights in all the Empire’s ritterdom.

When the graf returned to Pulitzberg with his newly married wife and all the store of gold and silver which she brought him, the first news he heard was of the werewolf’s ravenings, and when they told him that his game preserves were ravaged by the demon he swore deep-throated German oaths and sent out invitations to his friends and neighbors to assist him in exterminating this stray hound from Satan’s kennels.

The junkers came from far and wide in gleeful response to the summons. The sport should prove diverting; a wolf hunt ever tried the mettle of the staunchest men and dogs. Also, Otho’s cellars had few equals in the choiceness of their contents, and—there was the fair Margaretta to be seen. Hohenschuh was ever noted for his nice appreciation of a woman, a horse, or a hound, and had wooed, but never offered marriage to, some of the fairest ladies of the Rhineland. Had he, as the vulgar proverb put it, ‘walked through the woods and come out with a crooked stick’?

They made great feast and holiday at the Pulitzberg. Horses were groomed for the chase, weapons honed and polished, leather garments oiled and softened, and the great hounds from Hibernia which were so fierce that none except the kennel master and his aides dared approach them, and then only with a dish of meat for shield, were starved until their bays and howls of savage hunger rent the air like the clamoring of lost souls at hell’s gate.

Dinner had been long since served and the guests had gone unsteadily to bed with more than enough wine to make their sleep devoid of dreams, but Otho lingered in the bower of his lady. It was the same room whence Gertruda, Wolfgang’s bride, had hurled herself to death and damnation, but it had been transformed. Tapestries from the bride’s home decked the walls, Eastern carpets brought by merchants of Venetia from the Holy Land hid the stone tiles of the floor, and lamps with glass shades fancifully wrought in shapes of birds and beasts and monsters of antiquity replaced the rushlights which had lighted it aforetime.

The Countess sate in her high chair of gilded oak with cushions of soft Spanish leather and smiled with bovine pride and affection upon her husband. Her tiring-women had prepared her for the night and she wore a bedgown of fine linen under a loose coat of tabby silk. Her hair, of which she had no very great amount, was neatly plaited round her head and covered with a cap of linen lawn; her broad bare feet rested on the silky back of a small spaniel which was curled up on the floor before her, and her bright, unintelligent eyes were on the Count who, half dressed, had paused to try the weight of the Damascus iron sword he purposed wearing on the morrow’s hunt. One of the lady’s far from slender hands was winding the string of her rosary.

‘And art thou not afeared to take the trail against this devil’s dog, my husband?’ she asked timorously. ‘Will spear or brand prevail against it unless blessed by Holy Church?’

‘By Friar Hilderbrandt, perchance?’ he answered with a laugh. ‘Meseems that tonsured glutton would not be too sorrowful if I were bested by the werewolf. ’Fore heaven, he looks at me as he might look at Satan since——’

He checked himself in mid-word. Gossip traveled fast enow; let his lady learn about Gertruda when she must, and from other lips than his.

‘Aye, but the man counts not; his office is the thing of import,’ she persisted. ‘Let him be the veriest glutton and wine-bibber in the Reichland, if he hath divine authority he hath power to loose or retain sins, to bless or curse——’

‘Power? Bah!’ the Count cut in. ‘What power hath a mumbled Latin phrase compared to this keen iron?’ He swung the beautifully tempered blade in a long arc, so that it whistled through the lamplit air. ‘I tell thee, Margaretta, thou art superstitious as a villein’s wench.’

‘Oh, speak not thus disdainfully of holy things!’ she implored. ‘These werewolves be a fearsome breed of demon beasts. By night they go all stealthily on silent feet, and when the fires burn low or the lights flicker—Sancta Maria!’ There was no breath of breeze through the wide-open casements, but as she spoke the shaded lamp wicks suddenly burnt low, as if a man—or woman—had breathed on them, not quite enough to put them out, but gently, as if trying them.

Graf Otho laughed again—a short, sharp, chiding laugh. ‘Anon thou’lt tell me that the werewolf may be in this very guarded house of mine,’ he scoffed.

She nodded solemly. ‘In sooth. When lights burn low and blue by night, and thou hear’st a gentle tapping as of fingers at the door or window-bars——’

Like a stage sound timed to meet its cue there came a light, persistent scratching at the iron-strapped panels of the oaken door.

The Countess broke off with a scream and Otho’s dark face flushed with anger.

‘Do not open, husband!’ she called in a still, faint voice. ‘Leave the door-bolts set and join me in a prayer for our deliverance——’

‘Pray thou, then, till thy silly marrow-bones are softened by the stone!’ he stormed as he strode toward the door. ‘By Saint Sebastian his arrows, I’ll have the chuckle-headed lout hanged from the highest turret of the—ha!’

With anger-quickened fingers he had snapped the heavy triple bolts back and jerked the iron ring that served the door in lieu of a knob. As the oaken frame swung back, the lamplight streamed out in the darkened corridor, straight into the shaggy face of a great she-wolf. The hair of her ruff bristled as though blown upon by some blast of hell-heat; her black lips were curled back, showing rows of glinting teeth and fangs as hard and sharp as sabers. Across her muzzle was a smear of red, fresh blood.

The aspect of the beast was terrible enough, but fear merged into mounting horror as Otto looked into her eyes. No beast’s eyes, these, but woman’s eyes, long, blue, and fringed with dark and curling lashes—the empty, luster-lacking eyes of a dead woman who walks up and down the earth by night, a truant from her unblessed grave.

Otho thrust his sword straight at the great gray head that reared higher than his waist. The beast-thing moved a little, moved so slightly that it hardly seemed to move at all, and the blade passed harmlessly beside its shaggy jowl.

Now panic seized him and he rained a perfect storm of sword-strokes at the monster, yet not once did his steel strike home, and the blue, lack-luster eyes held his with a dead, winkless stare as dreadful and unnerving as the accusations of a guilty conscience.

Cursing, flailing blow on ineffectual blow at the great she-wolf, he gave ground. And inch by inch the wolf advanced on him, not menacingly, but with the steady pressure of relentless fate. Now he stood beside the open casement, and through it he could hear the clamor of the water on the rocks two hundred feet and more below. Dimly, but with terrible insistence, he could hear a woman’s voice:

‘Look in mine eyes . . . see in them thy doom——’

Then the she-wolf sprang.

The ‘Jesu-Mary!’ of his scream was cut short by the snapping of her jaws upon his neck, and out the window hurtled man and beast—if beast it were. Their bodies flew apart—save for the horrid point of contact where her fangs locked in his throat—whirling like the arms of a child’s pinwheel through the blackness of the chasm, till they fell upon the jagged rocks beside the shouting water of the torrent.

 

They found the Countess mad with fear next morning, and on the rock-toothed bottom of the ravine they found Otho’s body, battered almost beyond recognition. But there was neither sign nor token of a wolf’s carcass. So they set the story of the wolf down to the ravings of the maddened woman, and said her madness came upon her when she saw her husband fall to death. Could a wolf—even with passports signed by Satan—penetrate the cordon of two hundred fully-armed retainers who kept ward at Pulitzberg?

The Lady Margaretta bore a daughter six months later, but foster parents reared the girl, for her reason never came back and she died a gibbering idiot in the Convent of Our Lady of Eternal Pity without knowing that the Emperor, as was his right by law, took guardianship of her child, and possession of her splendid dowry, and the castle of Pulitzberg and all the lands appurtenant thereto.

Sister Clarisse of the Angels was on watch in the infirmary on the night the Countess died, and she affirmed with sobs and trembling that as the poor, afflicted creature breathed her last there came a scratching at the window-bars, and when she looked up sore afraid she saw the face of a great shaggy wolf beyond the mullions.

She also swore, and would not be denied, that it had blue eyes, woman’s eyes, the eyes of a dead woman who walks up and down the earth by night, a truant from her unblessed grave.

But Sister Clarisse of the Angels was a very old nun. No one in the convent remembered when she came, but there were stories of her youth, how she had greatly loved a young man from across the Alps, and how he, having been denied her hand in marriage, took poison in her presence, and died writhing horribly before her. They said it had unhinged her mind. At any rate she saw things which no other of the sisterhood could see, and much of what she said was taken with a liberal dose of salt. Besides, the Convent of Our Lady of Eternal Pity was a very holy place. How could any demon-wolf, no matter how malignant, dare set its foot within the sacred confines of the convent close?

 

The wolf’s raids ceased for some time after Otho’s death; then they began again, and now it was the flock of Wolfgang the franklin which suffered most.

A dour, silent man was Wolfgang, and cruel. No beggar ever had an alms at his door, no tenant crofter had a day’s grace for the payment of his rent. He gave no greeting when he passed a neighbor on the road, and returned none. He mortified the flesh as if he were a Carmelite, tasting neither wine nor beer, and eating flesh but rarely. When the neighbors sought his aid to hunt the wolf-thing down he drove them from his land with bitter words and curses, but when the beast struck at his own flocks he took his grisarme down from the wall, strapped his long sword on his thigh, and set forth to track the monster by himself.

The fields were silver-plated in the flood of argent moonlight, from the little lakes that gathered in the hollows, jewel-bright flashes scintillated; the sky was filled to the brim with big, cool, untroubled stars. In the coppices of yew and hemlock purple shadows, shot with pleats of moonlight, seemed to shift and change position as if they were a company of elfmen dancing to the music of the night wind in the boughs.

Wolfgang strode across the fields unmindful of the beauty of the scene. What lure has beauty for a man who has no loved face to which he can compare it? Can a cracked bell peal a joy-paean, or a broken heart beat high?

Far away, so faint that it was scarcely audible, yet swelling, heightening slowly in a quavering crescendo, came a long-drawn, howling bay—the belling of a questing wolf! He gripped the ash stave of his spear as if it were a walking-staff and hurried toward the sound.

‘Beast or devil, traitor hound or goblin damned, I come to grips with it tonight!’ he swore savagely.

Now against the rim of a far hilltop he saw something moving. The moonlight picked it out against the sun-bleached stubble of the mowed field and he recognized the lazy, tireless lope. In sooth, it was a wolf. But what a wolf! Higher than the largest mastiff it stood, almost great as a calf, and from the freedom of its gait he knew that it was young and vigorous, not beset with age like most beasts which were lone hunters and attacked sheep folds instead of deer or cattle.

Almost as he saw it the great beast seemed to descry him, and as if it welcomed an ordeal by battle, changed its course, coming toward him in a swift, unhurried run, leaping hedges and stone walls as easily as if they had been lines of shadow on the moon-besilvered fields. Down the long slope of the hill he watched it charge, and his fingers tightened on his spear shaft. Soon they would be in striking distance of each other. Soon . . .

Abruptly as if it had run into a barrier of steel bars the wolf halted in its course. He saw it straighten its forelegs, dig its hind feet in the turf, as it checked itself in mid-stride. Then he saw, and realized the reason for its sudden, almost panic-stricken halt. Cutting through the meadow, so fringed with rank-grown grass and cress that it was hardly visible a dozen feet away, was a small, swift-running rivulet.

‘Herr Gott!’ His throat closed with a quick, instinctive fear. Witches, warlocks, sprites, and goblins cannot cross a living stream. This wolf, this beast that towered over all beasts of its kind that he had ever seen, balked at the little brooklet’s rim. . . .

But the fear that gripped his throat never reached his stomach-pit to paralyze him. As the wolf-thing changed its course and ran toward the old Roman road he wheeled and followed in its trail. Two miles away the post road crossed another . . . witches were confused by crossroads, too. If he could drive the demon to the intersection . . .

Now the goblin-beast seemed fleeing. It stretched its long legs in a longer stride, and though the man ran till his breath came in quick, gasping sobs, his quarry distanced him, and disappeared into the shadows of the woods that lay between the farmland and the high road.

Nathless, he would follow. If so be he met the wolf-thing they would join in battle. Accumulated hatred boiled up in his veins like scum upon the surface in a brewing-kettle. What if death betide? Must not the long, long silence of the grave be pleasant to a man whose heart had died within his breast upon his wedding night?

He emerged from the wood and hurried toward the crossroads. A great oak tree stood at the thwarting of the ways, and round it reached a disk of shadow. Was that the movement of a body by the black bole? It might have been a trick of light and shade fused and confused by the wind in the branches, yet if the witch-wolf had sought covert he might come to weapon-reach of it. He paused a moment, spat upon his hands, then hastened toward the tree with grisarme advanced.

A wisp of cloud, leaden-gray, with frayed-out, tattered edges, swept across the bleached disk of the moon. A strange, eery twilight crept over the landscape, and objects seemed to lose their outlines, blending into one another as if they had been patterns in a colorless kaleidoscope.

Savage as the beast he sought, Wolfgang bared his teeth as he rushed at the darkness. ‘Have I found thee at last, O thou creature of the night——’

The partizan fell clattering to the roadway flints and he staggered back as from a blow, for in answer to his hail a voice replied: ‘Aye, thou hast found me. Here am I.’

She came slowly from the dimness of the shadows, garbed in her linen wedding robe, a chaplet of cornflowers wound around her bright fair hair, and in her eyes the liebeslicht—the lovelight—shone as if reflected from the far bright stars that light the gates of Paradise.

‘Gertruda—liebchen!’

‘Husband!’

He shook his head and shut his eyes and passed his hand across them. This was a troll-inspired vision. Gertruda moldered in her grave, her unmarked, solitary grave . . . the spirits of the blessed come not to earth again . . . ha, but was she blessed? She who threw herself to death unshriven. . . .

Through the confusion of his thoughts he heard her soft words, ‘——thou wouldst not come to me, and come to thee in this form I could not. Here I am vulnerable to thy steel; wilt thou choose to kill me now, or wilt thou bide with me and become even as I——’

‘Be thou spirit damned or soul that bends from Paradise to knit the fragments of my broken heart, thou art my one and only love, my flesh, my blood, my life, and I will be as thou art!’ he answered hoarsely as he took her in his arms.

A wild, fierce light of elation blazed suddenly in her blue eyes. ‘Together!’ she exclaimed as her lips sought his with avid hunger. ‘Come, lie with me in my dark-sodded bed by day, and sleep through sunshine and through rain until the moon assumes dominion of the sky; then—ah, then we’ll range the hills and fields together——’

‘Though the pathway lead to lowest Niffleheim—together!’ he responded, and pressed his lips against her red mouth.

‘Together, yea,’ a third voice spoke, ‘but not in sin or defiance of heaven!’

A dreadful pain pierced Wolfgang’s back beneath the shoulder blade; he felt the pang of it drive through his heart, his breast . . . ‘Gertruda—beloved!’ he gasped, then choked and died.

‘Ah, it is done—thanks, kindly Father—Wolfgang, husband—lover!’ Blood stopped her words as the sharp sword point drove into her heart.

 

Friar Hilderbrandt had been praying by Gertruda’s grave. Tales of the werewolf ravaging the countryside had come to him, but he had less fear of the goblin brute than he had of the Devil; which was none at all. For despite his gluttony and fondness for the tankard, Friar Hilderbrandt was a man of faith, believing with implicit confidence in the goodness of his God, and regarding Him much as a child regards his father. God was his shield and buckler in assaults by the enemy, his ever-present help in time of trouble, and would not forsake him if he came in conflict with a demon member of that demon host not yet made fast in hell. So Friar Hilderbrandt walked serenely—albeit with somewhat of a waddle—alone through wood and field and darksome, stone-locked mountain pass, and never was molested by man or beast or devil.

All through the night he had been watching at the bed of one who passed from transient life to life eternal, and the silver pallor that betokens coming dawn was spreading in the east ere he reached Gertruda’s sepulcher. Now, as he finished his orisons and with some effort got up from his knees, far away, but drawing nearer by the second, came the hunting-call of a lone wolf.

‘Laus Deo!’ said Friar Hilderbrandt, and crossed himself. Then he set off down the road toward the village. He did not hurry, nor did he glance back. He had commended himself to divine protection. The affair was Heaven’s, not his.

But the howling grew nearer. Across the field he saw the wolf come charging, and stopped in his tracks. He could not outrun a puppy, much less a full-grown wolf. Let whatever was to come betide him here and save him the exertion of a useless flight.

Nor had he long to wait. Moving swiftly as the shadows of a scudding cloud he saw the monstrous beast approaching, leaping lightly over hedgerow and stone fence, eating up the distance with a long-limbed, tireless lope. Now he saw the gleam of its great eyes, the flashing of its monstrous fangs, the lolling of its pink tongue dripping slaver. He heard its panting, quick-drawn breath, and steadied himself for its attack, for it was less than fifty feet away, and traveling faster than a wind-blown leaf.

But it passed him as if he had not been there, and rushed straight for the shelter of the oak tree. The beast was straining against time, as if it ran a race with the fast-spreading brightness in the east.

Friar Hilderbrandt was schooled in demonology. Imps, werewolves, ghosts, and goblins, all things of evil and the darkness were bounden by the shades of night, he knew. The werewolf hastened to its lair or place of metamorphosis before the cock crowed greeting to the rising day-star, else it must remain in lupine form until the next sunrise. He knew the werewolf’s habit. By day it was not recognizable, forasmuch as it might be a man of favored looks, or a fair and smiling woman, who with the onset of the night became a foul, misshapen beast with blood-bedabbled jaws. . . . Who in the neighborhood would this night-prowler be? Mayhap some member of his very congregation. . . .

The racing wolf had reached the shadow of the oak tree, paused a moment, sunk down on the verdure. Now it seemed to writhe and twist in a death-agony; now it rose upon its knees, stood upright—‘Conjuro te, abire ad tuum locum, in nomine——’ Friar Hilderbrandt stopped the words of exorcism half intoned, for he recognized the slight, straight form in the blue linen gown.

‘Gertruda—thou?’ he exclaimed as he saw the long, unplaited hair, the pale sweet face, and the glowing blue eyes of the girl for whose redemption he prayed nightly.

‘I,’ she answered with a little wanton laugh. ‘Even I, good Father. Behold the thing I am become. Outcast from Heaven, yet not meriting eternal punishment, I am doomed to roam the earth by night, a thing undead, yet not alive until release comes through——’

 

The shrilling of a cock’s crow split the morning silence, and her words ceased as a candle’s flicker ceases when the snuffers close on it. Where the lissome blue-gowned form had stood there were only the blue shadows of the early morning; where the deep-toned voice had spoken there was only the sigh of the dawning-wind among the branches.

Twice more Friar Hilderbrandt had seen the werewolf racing for the shelter of the crossroads grave, but always the cock’s crow had come ere he could question further. ‘I am doomed to roam the earth by night until release comes,’ she had said. Ergo, release was possible. But how? Would ashen stake and sexton’s spade suffice? These were potent weapons against vampires, but Gertruda was no vampire. She had sucked no blood from living man, threatened none with the infection of her earthbound state. True, she had battened on the flocks when she assumed wolfshead, but sheep were bred for slaughter.

Graf Otho—was it she who mauled the porter at the castle gate, then forced herself into the Countess’ bower to hurl him to his death in the ravine where she had died herself? It took no schoolman’s casuistry to construe that killing—if she did it—as an execution rather than a murder. She had spared the forester in the Schwarzwald—time enough to resort to the stake and spade when she showed signs of menacing men’s souls and bodies.

Tonight he had come early to the grave. He would accost her, force her to reveal the means of her deliverance. . . . The moon sailed high across the cloud-surf of the sky, the night was coolly pleasant, and he was very tired. He had dined with noble amplitude, and washed his dinner down with many a frothing tankard of the strong brown home-brewed ale. The grass grew lush and soft; here was a little hillock thick-beset with buttercups for pillow. . . .

The sound of voices startled him. Wolfgang’s voice—and Gertruda’s. Hers: ‘I am vulnerable to thy steel here . . . wilt thou come to me and become as I am?’ His: ‘I will be as thou art!’

Softly Friar Hilderbrandt rose from his grassy couch. More quietly than pussy steals on an unwary mouse he stepped across the turf and paused behind the two who clung and kissed and, mouth to mouth, swore their two destinies should be as one, whether bliss or torment everlasting.

He snatched Wolfgang’s long sword from its scabbard, drew the gleaming blade back, and with the full weight of his great bulk drove the keen steel home. ‘In God his name, my children. Better that the body perish than the soul!’

They fell together, still locked in each other’s arms, and after he had said the prayers ordained for those who die, the old man bent and kissed them both upon the brow.

Weeping, but with exultation in his heart, he left them, trudging down the dusty road that led to the village and the little hut that served him for a rectory.

Gertruda was now truly dead, no more an earthbound thing of menace. She had thanked him ere she breathed her last. Wolfgang had escaped her fate. They were with each other; they were safe. How beautiful they looked as they lay on the cool, green turf . . . wedded. Aye, wedded twice, once with a golden ring, once with a sword’s sharp steel.

‘Absolvo te, Gertruda; te absolve, Wolfgang,’ he repeated between sobs.

 

The Emperor’s masked justicer did the sentence of the law upon him, for he confessed the murder freely. Indeed, he had confessed a double murder, but when they went to the crossroads they found only Wolfgang, with the wound of a great sword agape in back and breast. Of the body of Gertruda there was neither sign nor trace, and when they dug into her grave they found nothing but a few bones and some shreds of rotting linen.

When they brought him out to die he smiled upon the headsman and his varlets and put the heading cup of strong, sweet Moselle wine up to his mouth as if it were a tankard to be drained in joy, and smacked his lips with hearty relish as he tossed it away empty. Then he laid his neck upon the block and murmured: ‘Wolfgang, Gertruda, my dear children, comes now one who loved you very dearly. I am an old man and a weary. Stretch forth thy hands, lend me of thy strength of youth to pass this darksome valley.’

There were those who wept to see his head fall at the ax-stroke, for he had ever been a kindly man, and a godly one, according to his lights; but certainly no saint.








 





 

 

 

The Thing in the Fog

 

 

 

‘TIENS, ON SUCH A NIGHT as this the Devil must congratulate himself!’ Jules de Grandin forced his chin still deeper in the upturned collar of his trench-coat, and bent his head against the whorls of chilling mist which eddied upward from the bay in token that autumn was dead and winter come at last.

‘Congratulate himself?’ I asked in amusement as I felt before me for the curbstone with the ferrule of my stick. ‘Why?’

‘Why? Pardieu, because he sits at ease beside the cozy fires of hell, and does not have to feel his way through this eternally-to-be-execrated fog! If we had but the sense——’

‘Pardon, Monsieur, one of us is very clumsy, and I do not think that it is I!’ he broke off sharply as a big young man evidently carrying a heavier cargo of ardent spirits than he could safely manage, lurched against him in the smothering mist, then caromed off at an unsteady angle to lose himself once more in the enshrouding fog.

‘Dolt!’ the little Frenchman muttered peevishly. ‘If he can not carry liquor he should abstain from it. Me, I have no patience with these—grand Dieu, what is that?’

Somewhere behind us, hidden in the curtains of the thick, gray vapor, there came a muffled exclamation, half of fright, half of anger, the sound of something fighting threshingly with something else, and a growling, snarling noise, as though a savage dog had leapt upon its prey, and, having fleshed its teeth, was worrying it, then: ‘Help!’ The cry was muffled, strangled, but laden with a weight of helpless terror.

‘Hold fast, my friend, we come!’ de Grandin cried, and, guided by the sounds of struggle, breasted through the fog as if it had been water, brandishing his silver-headed sword-stick before him as a guide and a defense.

A score of quick steps brought us to the conflict. Dim and indistinct as shadows on a moonless night, two forms were struggling on the sidewalk, a large one lying underneath, while over it, snarling savagely, was a thing I took for a police dog which snapped and champed and worried at the other’s throat.

‘Help!’ called the man again, straining futilely to hold the snarling beast away and turning on his side the better to protect his menaced face and neck. 

‘Cordieu, a war-dog!’ exclaimed the Frenchman. ‘Stand aside, Friend Trowbridge, he is savage, this one; mad, perhaps, as well.’ With a quick, whipping motion he ripped the chilled-steel blade from the barrel of his stick and, point advanced, circled round the struggling man and beast, approaching with a cautious, cat-like step as he sought an opportunity to drive home the sword.

By some uncanny sense the snarling brute divined his purpose, raised its muzzle from its victim’s throat, and backed away a step or two, regarding de Grandin with a stare of utter hatred. For a moment I caught the smoldering glare of a pair of fire-red eyes, burning through the fog-folds as incandescent charcoal might burn through a cloth, and:

‘A dog? Non, pardieu, it is——’ began the little Frenchman, then checked himself abruptly as he lunged out swiftly with his blade, straight for the glaring, fiery eyes which glowered at him through the mist.

The great beast backed away with no apparent haste, yet quickly enough to avoid the needle-point of Jules de Grandin’s blade, and for an instant I beheld a row of gleaming teeth bared savagely beneath the red eyes’ glare; then, with a snarling growl which held more defiance than surrender in its throaty rumble, the brute turned lithely, dodged, and made off through the fog, disappearing from sight before the clicking of its nails against the pavement had been lost to hearing.

‘Look to him, Friend Trowbridge,’ de Grandin ordered, casting a final glance about us in the mist before he put his sword back in its sheath. ‘Does he survive, or is he killed to death?’

‘He’s alive, all right,’ I answered as I sank to my knees beside the supine man, ‘but he’s been considerably chewed up. Bleeding badly. We’d best get him to the office and patch him up before——’

‘Wha— what was it?’ our mangled patient asked abruptly, rising on his elbow and staring wildly round him. ‘Did you kill it—did it get away? D’ye think it had hydrophobia?’

‘Easy on, son,’ I soothed, locking my hands beneath his arms and helping him to rise. ‘It bit you several times, but you’ll be all right as soon as we can stop the bleeding. Here’—I snatched a handkerchief from the breast pocket of my dinner coat and pressed it into his hand—‘hold this against the wound while we’re walking. No use trying to get a taxi tonight, the driver’d never find his way about. I live only a little way from here and we’ll make it nicely if you’ll lean on me. So! That’s it!’

The young man leant heavily upon my shoulder and almost bore me down, for he weighed a good fourteen stone, as we made our way along the vapor-shrouded street.

‘I say, I’m sorry I bumped into you, sir,’ the youngster apologized as de Grandin took his other arm and eased me somewhat of my burden. ‘Fact is, I’d taken a trifle too much and was walkin’ on a side hill when I passed you.’ He pressed the already-reddened handkerchief closer to his lacerated neck as he continued with a chuckle: ‘Maybe it’s a good thing I did, at that, for you were within hearing when I called because you’d stopped to cuss me out.’

‘You may have right, my friend,’ de Grandin answered with a laugh. ‘A little drunkenness is not to be deplored, and I doubt not you had reason for your drinking—not that one needs a reason, but——’

A sudden shrill, sharp cry for help cut through his words, followed by another call which stopped half uttered on a strangled, agonizing note: then, in a moment, the muffled echo of a shot, another, and, immediately afterward, the shrilling signal of a police whistle.

‘Tête bleu, this night is full of action as a pepper-pot is full of spice!’ exclaimed de Grandin, turning toward the summons of the whistle. ‘Can you manage him, Friend Trowbridge? If so I——’

Pounding of heavy boots on the sidewalk straight ahead told us that the officer approached, and a moment later his form, bulking gigantically in the fog, hove into view. ‘Did anny o’ yez see——’ he started, then raised his hand in half-formal salute to the vizor of his cap as he recognized de Grandin.

‘I don’t suppose ye saw a dar-rg come runnin’ by this way, sor?’ he asked. ‘I wuz walkin’ up th’ street a moment since, getting’ ready to report at th’ box, when I heard a felly callin’ for help, an’ what should I see next but th’ biggest, ugliest baste of a dar-rg ye iver clapped yer eyes upon, a-worryin’ at th’ pore lad’s throat. I wus close to it as I’m standin’ to you, sor, pretty near, an’ I shot at it twict, but I’m damned if I didn’t miss both times, slick as a whistle—an’ me holdin’ a pistol expert’s medal from th’ department, too!’

‘U’m?’ de Grandin murmured. ‘And the unfortunate man beset by this great beast your bullets failed to hit, what of him?’

‘Glory be to God; I plumb forgot ’im!’ the policeman confessed. ‘Ye see, sor, I wuz that overcome wid shame, as th’ felly says, whin I realized I’d missed th’ baste that I run afther it, hopin’ I’d find it agin an’ maybe put a slug into it this time, so——’

‘Quite so, one understands,’ de Grandin interrupted, ‘but let us give attention to the man; the beast can wait until we find him, and—mon Dieu! It is as well you did not stay to give him the first aid, my friend, your efforts would have been without avail. His case demands the coroner’s attention.’

He did not understate the facts. Stretched on his back, hands clenched to fists, legs slightly spread, one doubled partly under him, a man lay on the sidewalk; across the white expanse of evening shirt his opened coat displayed there spread a ruddy stickiness, while his starched white-linen collar was already sopping with the blood which oozed from his torn and mangled throat. Both external and anterior jugulars had been ripped away by the savagery which had torn the integument of the neck to shreds, and so deeply had the ragged wound gone that a portion of the hyoid bone had been exposed. A spate of blood had driveled from the mouth, staining lips and chin, and the eyes, forced out between the lids, were globular and fixed and staring, though the film of death had hardly yet had time to set upon them.

‘Howly Mither!’ cried the officer in horror as he looked upon the body. ‘Sure, it were a hound from th’ Divil’s own kennels done this, sor!’

‘I think that you have right,’ de Grandin nodded grimly. ‘Call the department, if you will be so good. I will stand by the body.’ He took a kerchief from his pocket and opened it, preparatory to veiling the poor, mangled face which stared appealingly up at the fog-bound night, but:

‘My God, it’s Suffrige!’ the young man at my side exclaimed. ‘I left him just before I blundered into you, and—oh, what could have done it?’

‘The same thing which almost did as much for you, Monsieur,’ the Frenchman answered in a level, toneless voice. ‘You had a very narrow escape from being even as your friend, I do assure you.’

‘You mean that dog——’ he stopped, incredulous, eyes fairly starting from his face as he stared in fascination at his friend’s remains.

‘The dog, yes, let us call it that,’ de Grandin answered.

‘But—but——’ the other stammered, then, with an incoherent exclamation which was half sigh, half groaning hiccup, slumped heavily against my shoulder and slid unconscious to the ground. 

De Grandin shrugged in irritation. ‘Now we have two of them to watch,’ he complained. ‘Do you recover him as quickly as you can, my friend, while I——’ he turned his back to me, dropped his handkerchief upon the dead man’s face, and bent to make a closer examination of the wounds in the throat.

I took the handkerchief from my overcoat pocket, ran it lightly over the trunk of a leafless tree which stood beside the curb, and wrung the moisture from it on the unconscious man’s face and forehead. Slowly he recovered, gasped feebly, then, with my assistance, got upon his feet, keeping his back resolutely turned to the grisly thing upon the sidewalk. ‘Can—you—help—me—to—your—office?’ he asked slowly, breathing heavily between the words.

I nodded, and we started toward my house, but twice we had to stop; for once he became sick, and I had to hold him while he retched with nausea, and once he nearly fainted again, leaning heavily against the iron balustrade before a house while he drew great gulps of chilly, fog-soaked air into his lungs.

At last we reached my office, and helping him up to the examination table I set to work. His wounds were more extensive than I had at first supposed. A deep cut, more like the raking of some heavy, blunt-pointed claw than a bite, ran down his face from the right temple almost to the angle of the jaw, and two deep parallel scores showed on his throat above the collar. A little deeper, a little more to one side, and they would have nicked the anterior jugular. About his hands were several tears, as though they had suffered more from the beast’s teeth than had his face and throat, and as I helped him with his jacket I saw his shirt-front had been slit and a long, raking cut scored down his chest, the animal’s claws having ripped through the stiff, starched linen as easily as though it had been muslin.

The problem of treatment puzzled me. I could not cauterize the wounds with silver nitrate, and iodine would be without efficiency if the dog were rabid. Finally I compromised by dressing the chest and facial wounds with potassium permanganate solution and using an electric hot-point on the hands, applying laudanum immediately as an anodyne.

‘And now, young fellow,’ I announced as I completed my work, ‘I think you could do nicely with a tot of brandy. You were drunk enough when you ran into us, heaven knows, but you’re cold sober now, and your nerves have been badly jangled, so——’

‘So you would be advised to bring another glass,’ de Grandin’s hail sounded from the surgery door. ‘My nerves have been on edge these many minutes, and in addition I am suffering from an all-consuming thirst, my friend.’

The young man gulped the liquor down in one tremendous swallow, seeing which de Grandin gave a shudder of disgust. Drinking fifty-year-old brandy was a rite with him, and to bolt it as if it had been common bootlegged stuff was grave impropriety, almost sacrilege.

‘Doctor, do you think that dog had hydrophobia?’ our patient asked half diffidently. ‘He seemed so savage——’

‘Hydrophobia is the illness human beings have when bitten by a rabid dog or other animal, Monsieur,’ de Grandin broke in with a smile. ‘The beast has rabies, the human victim develops hydrophobia. However, if you wish, we can arrange for you to go to Mercy Hospital early in the morning to take the Pasteur treatment; it is effective and protective if you are infected, quite harmless if you are not.’

‘Thanks,’ replied the youth. ‘I think we’d better, for——’

‘Monsieur,’ the Frenchman cut him short again, ‘is your name Maxwell, by any chance? Since I first saw you I have been puzzled by your face; now I remember, I saw your picture in le journal this morning.’

‘Yes,’ said our visitor, ‘I’m John Maxwell, and, since you saw my picture in the paper, you know that I’m to marry Sarah Leigh on Saturday; so you realize why I’m so anxious to make sure the dog didn’t have hydro—rabies, I mean. I don’t think Sallie’d want a husband she had to muzzle for fear he’d bite her on the ankle when she came to feed him.’

The little Frenchman smiled acknowledgment of the other’s pleasantry, but though his lips drew back in the mechanics of a smile, his little, round, blue eyes were fixed and studious.

‘Tell me, Monsieur,’ he asked abruptly, ‘how came this dog to set upon you in the fog tonight?’

Young Maxwell shivered at the recollection. ‘Hanged if I know,’ he answered. ‘Y’see, the boys gave me a farewell bachelor dinner at the Carteret this evening, and there was the usual amount of speech-making and toast-drinking, and by the time we broke up I was pretty well paralyzed—able to find my way about, but not very steadily, as you know. I said good night to the bunch at the hotel and started out alone, for I wanted to walk the liquor off. You see’—a flush suffused his blond, good-looking face—‘Sallie said she’d wait up for me to telephone her—just like old married folks!—and I didn’t want to talk to her while I was still thick-tongued. Ray Suffrige, the chap who—the one you saw later, sir—decided he’d walk home, too, and started off in the other direction, and the rest of ’em left in taxis.

‘I’d walked about four blocks, and was getting so I could navigate pretty well, when I bumped into you, then brought up against the railing of a house. While I was hanging onto it, trying to get steady on my legs again, all of a sudden, out of nowhere, came that big police-dog and jumped on me. It didn’t bark or give any warning till it leaped at me; then it began growling. I flung my hands up, and it fastened on my sleeve, but luckily the cloth was thick enough to keep its teeth from tearing my arm.

‘I never saw such a beast. I’ve had a tussle or two with savage dogs before, and they always jumped away and rushed in again each time I beat ’em off, but this thing stood on its hind legs and fought me, like a man. When it shook its teeth loose from my coat-sleeve it clawed at my face and throat with its forepaws—that’s where I got most of my mauling—and kept snapping at me all the time; never backed away or even sank to all-fours once, sir.

‘I was still unsteady on my legs, and the brute was heavy as a man; so it wasn’t long before it had me down. Every time it bit at me I managed to get my arms in its way; so it did more damage to my clothes than it did to me with its teeth, but it surely clawed me up to the Queen’s taste, and I was beginning to tire when you came running up. It would have done me as it did poor Suffrige in a little while, I’m sure.’

He paused a moment, then, with a shaking hand, poured out another drink of brandy and tossed it off at a gulp. ‘I guess I must have been drunk,’ he admitted with a shamefaced grin, ‘for I could have sworn the thing talked to me as it growled.’

‘Eh? The Devil!’ Jules de Grandin sat forward suddenly, eyes wider and rounder than before, if possible, the needle-points of his tightly waxed wheat-blond mustache twitching like the whiskers of an irritated tom-cat. ‘What is it that you say?’

‘Hold on,’ the other countered, quick blood mounting to his cheeks. ‘I didn’t say it; I said it seemed as if its snarls were words.’

‘Précisement, exactement, quite so,’ returned the Frenchman sharply. ‘And what was it that he seemed to snarl at you, Monsieur? Quickly, if you please.’

‘Well, I was drunk, I admit, but——’

‘Ten thousand small blue devils! We bandy words. I have asked you a question; have the courtesy to reply, Monsieur.’

‘Well, it sounded—sort of—as if he kept repeating Sallie’s name, like this——’ He gave an imitation of a throaty, growling voice: ‘“Sarah Leigh, Sarah Leigh—you’ll never marry Sarah Leigh!”

‘Ever hear anything so nutty? I reckon I must have had Sallie in my mind, subconsciously, while I was having what I thought was my death-struggle.’

It was very quiet for a moment. John Maxwell looked half sullenly, half defiantly from de Grandin to me. De Grandin sat as though lost in contemplation, his small eyes wide and thoughtful, his hands twisting savagely at the waxed ends of his mustache, the tip of his patent-leather evening shoe beating a devil’s tattoo on the white-tiled floor. At length, abruptly:

‘Did you notice any smell, any peculiar odor, when we went to Monsieur Maxwell’s rescue this evening, Friend Trowbridge?’ he demanded.

‘Why——’ I bent my brows and wagged my head in an effort at remembrance. ‘Why, no, I didn’t——’ I stopped, while somewhere from the file-cases of my subconscious memory came a hint of recollection: Soldiers’ Park—a damp and drizzling day—the open-air dens of the menagerie. ‘Wait,’ I ordered, closing both eyes tightly while I bade my memory catalogue the vague, elusive scent; then: ‘Yes, there was an odor I’ve noticed at the zoo in Soldiers’ Park; it was the smell of the damp fur of a fox, or wolf!’

De Grandin beat his small, white hands together softly, as though applauding at a play. ‘Capital, perfect!’ he announced. ‘I smelt it too, when first we did approach, but our senses play strange tricks on us at times, and I needed the corroboration of your nose’s testimony, if it could be had. Now——’ he turned his fixed, unwinking stare upon me as he asked: ‘Have you ever seen a wolf’s eye—or a dog’s—at night?’

‘Yes, of course,’ I answered wonderingly.

‘Très bien. And they gleamed with a reflected greenness, something like Madame Pussy’s, only not so bright, n’est-ce pas?’

‘Yes.’

‘Très bon. Did you see the eyes of what attacked Monsieur Maxwell this evening? Did you observe them?’

‘I should say I did,’ I answered, for never would I forget those fiery, glaring orbs. ‘They were red, red as fire!’

‘Oh, excellent Friend Trowbridge; oh, prince of all the recollectors of the world!’ de Grandin cried delightedly. ‘Your memory serves you perfectly, and upholds my observations to the full. Before, I guessed; I said to me, “Jules de Grandin, you are generally right, but once in many times you may be wrong. See what Friend Trowbridge has to say.” And you, parbleu, you said the very thing I needed to confirm me in my diagnosis.

‘Monsieur,’ he turned to Maxwell with a smile, ‘you need not fear that you have hydrophobia. No. You were very near to death, a most unpleasant sort of death, but not to death by hydrophobia. Morbleu, that would be an added refinement which we need not take into consideration.’

‘Whatever are you talking about?’ I asked in sheer amazement. ‘You ask me if I noticed the smell that beast gave off, and if I saw its eyes, then tell Mr Maxwell he needn’t fear he’s been inoculated. Of all the hare-brained——’

He turned his shoulder squarely on me and smiled assuringly at Maxwell. ‘You said that you would call your amoureuse tonight, Monsieur; have you forgotten?’ he reminded, then nodded toward the ’phone.

The young man picked the instrument up, called a number, and waited for a moment; then: ‘John speaking, honey,’ he announced as we heard a subdued click sound from the monophone. Another pause, in which the buzzing of indistinguishable words came faintly to us through the quiet room; then Maxwell turned and motioned me to take up the extension ’phone.

‘——and please come right away, dear,’ I heard a woman’s voice plead as I clapped the instrument against my ear. ‘No, I can’t tell you over the ’phone, but I must see you right away, Johnny—I must! You’re sure you’re all right? Nothing happened to you?’

‘Well,’ Maxwell temporized, ‘I’m in pretty good shape, everything considered. I had a little tussle with a dog, but——’

‘A—dog?’ Stark, incredulous horror sounded in the woman’s fluttering voice. ‘What sort of dog?’

‘Oh, just a dog, you know; not very big and not very little, sort o’ betwixt and between, and——’

‘You’re sure it was a dog? Did it look like—a police-dog, for instance?’

‘Well, now you mention it, it did look something like a police-dog, or collie, or Airedale, or something, but——’

‘John, dear, don’t try to put me off that way. This is terribly, dreadfully important. Please hurry over—no, don’t come out at night—yes, come at once, but be sure not to come alone. Have you a sword, or some sort of steel or iron weapon you can carry for defense when you come?’

Young Maxwell’s face betrayed bewilderment. ‘A sword?’ he echoed. ‘What d’ye think I am, dear, a knight of old? No, I haven’t a sword to my name, not even a jack-knife, but—I say, there’s a gentleman I met tonight who has a bully little sword; may I bring him along?’

‘Oh, yes, please do, dear; and if you can get some one else, bring him too. I’m terribly afraid to have you venture out tonight, dearest, but I have to see you right away!’

‘All right,’ the young man answered. ‘I’ll pop right over, honey.’

As he replaced the instrument, he turned bewilderedly to me. ‘Wonder what the deuce got into Sally?’ he asked. ‘She seemed all broken up about something, and I thought she’d faint when I mentioned my set-to with that dog. What’s it mean?’

Jules de Grandin stepped through the doorway connecting surgery with consulting-room, where he had gone to listen to the conversation from the desk extension. His little eyes were serious, his small mouth grimly set. ‘Monsieur,’ he announced gravely, ‘it means that Mademoiselle Sarah knows more than any of us what this business of the Devil is about. Come, let us go to her without delay.’

As we prepared to leave the house he paused and rummaged in the hall coat-closet, emerging in a moment, balancing a pair of blackthorn walking-sticks in his hands.

‘What——’ I began, but he cut me short.

‘These may prove useful,’ he announced, handing one to me, the other to John Maxwell. ‘If what I damn suspect is so, he will not greatly relish a thwack from one of these upon the head. No, the thorn-bush is especially repugnant to him.’

‘Humph, I should think it would be particularly repugnant to any one,’ I answered, weighing the knotty bludgeon in my hand. ‘By the way, who is “he”?’

‘Mademoiselle Sarah will tell us that,’ he answered enigmatically. ‘Are we ready? Bon, let us be upon our way.’

 

The mist which had obscured the night an hour or so before had thinned to a light haze, and a drizzle of rain was commencing as we set out. The Leigh house was less than half a mile from my place, and we made good time as we marched through the damp, cold darkness.

I had known Joel Leigh only through having shared committee appointments with him in the local Republican organization and at the archdeaconry. He had entered the consular service after being retired from active duty with the Marine Corps following a surgeon’s certificate of disability, and at the time of his death two years before had been rated as one of the foremost authorities on Near East commercial conditions. Sarah, his daughter, whom I had never met, was, by all accounts, a charming young woman, equally endowed with brains, beauty, and money, and keeping up the family tradition in the big house in Tuscarora Avenue, where she lived with an elderly maiden aunt as duenna.

Leigh’s long residence in the East was evidenced in the furnishings of the long, old-fashioned hall, which was like a royal antechamber in miniature. In the softly diffused light from a brass-shaded Turkish lamp we caught gleaming reflections from heavily carved blackwood furniture and the highlights of a marvelously inlaid Indian screen. A carved table flanked by dragon-chairs stood against the wall, the floor was soft as new-mown turf with rugs from China, Turkey, and Kurdistan.

‘Mis’ Sarah’s in the library,’ announced the negro butler who answered our summons at the door, and led us through the hall to the big, high-ceilinged room where Sarah Leigh was waiting. Books lined the chamber’s walls from floor to ceiling on three sides; the fourth wall was devoted to a bulging bay-window which overlooked the garden. Before the fire of cedar logs was drawn a deeply padded divan, while flanking it were great armchairs upholstered in red leather. The light which sifted through the meshes of a brazen lamp-shade disclosed a tabouret of Indian mahogany on which a coffee service stood. Before the fire the mistress of the house stood waiting us. She was rather less than average height, but appeared taller because of her fine carriage. Her mannishly close-cropped hair was dark and inclined toward curliness, but as she moved toward us I saw it showed bronze glints in the lamplight. Her eyes were large, expressive, deep hazel, almost brown. But for the look of cynicism, almost hardness, around her mouth, she would have been something more than merely pretty.

Introductions over, Miss Leigh looked from one of us to the other with something like embarrassment in her eyes. ‘If——’ she began, but de Grandin divined her purpose, and broke in:

‘Mademoiselle, a short time since, we had the good fortune to rescue Monsieur your fiancé from a dog which I do not think was any dog at all. That same creature, I might add, destroyed a gentleman who had attended Monsieur Maxwell’s dinner within ten minutes of the time we drove it off. Furthermore, Monsieur Maxwell is under the impression that this dog-thing talked to him while it sought to slay him. From what we overheard of your message on the telephone, we think you hold the key to this mystery. You may speak freely in our presence, for I am Jules de Grandin, physician and occultist, and my friend, Doctor Trowbridge, has most commendable discretion.’

The young woman smiled, and the transformation in her taut, strained face was startling. ‘Thank you,’ she replied; ‘if you’re an occultist you will understand, and neither doubt me nor demand explanations of things I can’t explain.’

She dropped cross-legged to the hearth rug, as naturally as though she were more used to sitting that way than reclining in a chair, and we caught the gleam of a great square garnet on her forefinger as she extended her hand to Maxwell.

‘Hold my hand while I’m talking, John,’ she bade. ‘It may be for the last time.’ Then, as he made a gesture of dissent, abruptly:

‘I can not marry you—or any one,’ she announced.

Maxwell opened his lips to protest, but no sound came. I stared at her in wonder, trying futilely to reconcile the agitation she had shown when telephoning with her present deadly, apathetic calm.

Jules de Grandin yielded to his curiosity. ‘Why not, Mademoiselle?’ he asked. ‘Who has forbid the banns?’

She shook her head dejectedly and turned a sad-eyed look upon him as she answered: ‘It’s just the continuation of a story which I thought was a closed chapter in my life.’ For a moment she bent forward, nestling her cheek against young Maxwell’s hand; then:

‘It began when Father was attached to the consulate in Smyrna,’ she continued. ‘France and Turkey were both playing for advantage, and Father had to find out what they planned, so he had to hire secret agents. The most successful of them was a young Greek named George Athanasakos, who came from Crete. Why he should have taken such employment was more than we could understand; for he was well educated, apparently a gentleman, and always well supplied with money. He told us he took the work because of his hatred of the Turks, and as he was always successful in getting information, Father didn’t ask questions.

‘When his work was finished he continued to call at our house as a guest, and I—I really didn’t love him, I couldn’t have, it was just infatuation, meeting him so far from home, and the water and that wonderful Smyrna moonlight, and——’

‘Perfectly, Mademoiselle, one fully understands,’ de Grandin supplied softly as she paused, breathless; ‘and then——’

‘Maybe you never succumbed to moonlight and water and strange, romantic poetry and music,’ she half whispered, her eyes grown wider at the recollection, ‘but I was only seventeen, and he was very handsome, and—and he swept me off my feet. He had the softest, most musical voice I’ve ever heard, and the things he said sounded like something written by Byron at his best. One moonlit night when we’d been rowing, he begged me to say I loved him, and—and I did. He held me in his arms and kissed my eyes and lips and throat. It was like being hypnotized and conscious at the same time. Then, just before we said good night he told me to meet him in an old garden on the outskirts of the city where we sometimes rested when we’d been out riding. The rendezvous was made for midnight, and though I thought it queer that he should want to meet me at that time in such a place—well, girls in love don’t ask questions, you know. At least, I didn’t.

‘There was a full moon the next night, and I was fairly breathless with the beauty of it all when I kept the tryst. I thought I’d come too early, for George was nowhere to be seen when I rode up, but as I jumped down from my horse and looked around I saw something moving in the laurels. It was George, and he’d thrown a cape or cloak of some sort of fur across his shoulders. He startled me dreadfully at first; for he looked like some sort of prowling beast with the animal’s head hanging half down across his face, like the beaver of an ancient helmet. It seemed to me, too, that his eyes had taken on a sort of sinister greenish tinge, but when he took me in his arms and kissed me I was reassured.

‘Then he told me he was the last of a very ancient clan which had been wiped out warring with the Turks, and that it was a tradition of their blood that the woman they married take a solemn oath before the nuptials could be celebrated. Again I didn’t ask questions. It all seemed so wonderfully romantic,’ she added with a pathetic little smile.

‘He had another skin cloak in readiness and dropped it over my shoulders, pulling the head well forward above my face, like a hood. Then he built a little fire of dry twigs and threw some incense on it. I knelt above the fire and inhaled the aromatic smoke while he chanted some sort of invocation in a tongue I didn’t recognize, but which sounded harsh and terrible—like the snarling of a savage dog.

‘What happened next I don’t remember clearly, for that incense did things to me. The old garden where I knelt seemed to fade away, and in its place appeared a wild and rocky mountain scene where I seemed walking down a winding road. Other people were walking with me, some before, some behind, some beside me, and all were clothed in cloaks of hairy skin like mine. Suddenly, as we went down the mountainside, I began to notice that my companions were dropping to all-fours, like beasts. But somehow it didn’t seem strange to me; for, without realizing it, I was running on my hands and feet, too. Not crawling, you know, but actually running—like a dog. As we neared the mountain’s foot we ran faster and faster; by the time we reached a little clearing in the heavy woods which fringed the rocky hill we were going like the wind, and I felt myself panting, my tongue hanging from my mouth.

‘In the clearing other beasts were waiting for us. One great, hairy creature came trotting up to me, and I was terribly frightened at first, for I recognized it as a mountain wolf, but it nuzzled me with its black snout and licked me, and somehow it seemed like a caress—I liked it. Then it started off across the unplowed field, and I ran after it, caught up with it, and ran alongside. We came to a pool and the beast stopped to drink, and I bent over the water too, lapping it up with my tongue. Then I saw our images in the still pond, and almost died of fright, for the thing beside me was a mountain wolf, and I was a she-wolf!

‘My astonishment quickly passed, however, and somehow I didn’t seem to mind having been transformed into a beast; for something deep inside me kept urging me on, on to something—I didn’t quite know what.

‘When we’d drunk we trotted through a little patch of woodland and suddenly my companion sank to the ground in the underbrush and lay there, red tongue lolling from its mouth, green eyes fixed intently on the narrow, winding path beside which we were resting. I wondered what we waited for, and half rose on my haunches to look, but a low, warning growl from the thing beside me warned that something was approaching. It was a pair of farm laborers, Greek peasants I knew them to be by their dress, and they were talking in low tones and looking fearfully about, as though they feared an ambush. When they came abreast of us the beast beside me sprang—so did I.

‘I’ll never forget the squeaking scream the nearer man gave as I leaped upon him, or the hopeless, terrified expression in his eyes as he tried to fight me off. But I bore him down, sank my teeth into his throat, and began slowly tearing at his flesh. I could feel the blood from his torn throat welling up in my mouth, and its hot saltiness was sweeter than the most delicious wine. The poor wretch’s struggles became weaker and weaker, and I felt a sort of fierce elation. Then he ceased to fight, and I shook him several times, as a terrier shakes a rat, and when he didn’t move or struggle, I tore at his face and throat and chest till my hairy muzzle was one great smear of blood.

‘Then, all at once, it seemed as though a sort of thick, white fog were spreading through the forest, blinding me and shutting out the trees and undergrowth and my companion beasts, even the poor boy whom I had killed, and—there I was, kneeling over the embers of the dying fire in the old Smyrna garden, with the clouds of incense dying down to little curly spirals.

‘George was standing across the fire from me, laughing, and the first thing I noticed was that his lips were smeared with blood.

‘Something hot and salty stung my mouth, and I put my hand up to it. When I brought it down the fingers were red with a thick, sticky liquid.

‘I think I must have started to scream; for George jumped over the fire and clapped his hand upon my mouth—ugh, I could taste the blood more than ever, then!—and whispered, “Now you are truly mine, Star of the Morning. Together we have ranged the woods in spirit as we shall one day in body, O true mate of a true vrykolakas!”

‘Vrykolakas is a Greek word hard to translate into English. Literally it means “the restless dead”, but it also means a vampire or a werewolf, and the vrykolakes are the most dreaded of all the host of demons with which Greek peasant-legends swarm.

‘I shook myself free from him. “Let me go; don’t touch me; I never want to see you again!” I cried.

‘“Nevertheless, you shall see me again—and again and again—Star of the Sea!” he answered with a mocking laugh. “You belong to me, now, and no one shall take you from me. When I want you I will call, and you will come to me, for”—he looked directly into my eyes, and his own seemed to merge and run together, like two pools of liquid, till they were one great disk of green fire—“thou shalt have no other mate than me, and he who tries to come between us dies. See, I put my mark upon you!”

‘He tore my riding-shirt open and pressed his lips against my side, and next instant I felt a biting sting as his teeth met in my flesh. See——’

With a frantic, wrenching gesture she snatched at the low collar of her red-silk lounging pajamas, tore the fabric asunder, and exposed her ivory flesh. Three inches or so below her left axilla, in direct line with the gently swelling bulge of her firm, high breast, was a small whitened cicatrix, and from it grew a little tuft of long, grayish-grown hair, like hairs protruding from a mole, but unlike any body hairs which I had ever seen upon a human being.

‘Grand Dieu,’ exclaimed de Grandin softly. ‘Poil de loup!’

‘Yes,’ she agreed in a thin, hysterical whisper, ‘it’s wolf’s hair! I know. I cut it off and took it to a biochemist in London, and he assured me it was unquestionably the hair of a wolf. I’ve tried and tried to have the scar removed, but it’s useless. I’ve tried cautery, electrolysis, even surgery, but it disappears for only a little while, then comes again.’

For a moment it was still as death in the big dim-lighted room. The little French-gilt clock upon the mantelpiece ticked softly, quickly, like a heart that palpitates with terror, and the hissing of a burning resined log seemed loud and eerie as night-wind whistling round a haunted tower. The girl folded the torn silk of her pajama jacket across her breast and pinned it into place; then, simply, desolately, as one who breaks the news of a dear friend’s death:

‘So I can not marry you, you see, John, dear,’ she said.

‘Why?’ asked the young man in a low, fierce voice. ‘Because that scoundrel drugged you with his devilish incense and made you think you’d turned into a wolf? Because——’

‘Because I’d be your murderess if I did so,’ she responded quaveringly. ‘Don’t you remember? He said he’d call me when he wanted me, and any one who came between him and me would die. He’s come for me, he’s called me, John; it was he who attacked you in the fog tonight. Oh, my dear, my dear, I love you so; but I must give you up. It would be murder if I were to marry you!’

‘Nonsense!’ began John Maxwell brusquely. ‘If you think that man can——’

Outside the house, seemingly from underneath the library’s bow-window, there sounded in the rain-drenched night a wail, long-drawn, pulsating, doleful as the cry of an abandoned soul: ‘O-u-o—o-u-oo—o-u-o—o-u-oo!’ it rose and fell, quavered and almost died away, then resurged with increased force. ‘O-u-o—o-u-oo—o-u-o—o-u-oo!’

The woman on the hearth rug cowered like a beaten beast, clutching frantically with fear-numbed fingers at the drugget’s pile, half crawling, half writhing toward the brass bars where the cheerful fire burned brightly. ‘Oh,’ she whimpered as the mournful ululation died away, ‘that’s he; he called me once before today; now he’s come again, and——’

‘Mademoiselle, restrain yourself,’ de Grandin’s sharp, whip-like order cut through her mounting terror and brought her back to something like normality. ‘You are with friends,’ he added in a softer tone; ‘three of us are here, and we are a match for any sacré loup-garou that ever killed a sheep or made night hideous with his howling. Parbleu, but I shall say damn yes. Did I not, all single-handed, already put him to flight once tonight? But certainly. Very well, then, let us talk this matter over calmly, for——’

With the suddenness of a discharged pistol a wild, vibrating howl came through the window once again. ‘O-u-o—o-u-oo—o-u-o!’ it rose against the stillness of the night, diminished to a moan, then suddenly crescendoed upward, from a moan to a wail, from a wail to a howl, despairing, pleading, longing as the cry of a damned spirit, fierce and wild as the rally-call of the fiends of hell.

‘Sang du diable, must I suffer interruption when I wish to talk? Sang des tous les saints—it is not to be borne!’ de Grandin cried furiously, and cleared the distance to the great bay-window in two agile, cat-like leaps.

‘Allez!’ he ordered sharply, as he flung the casement back and leaned far out into the rainy night. ‘Be off before I come down to you. You know me, hein? A little while ago you dodged my steel, but——’

A snarling growl replied, and in the clump of rhododendron plants which fringed the garden we saw the baleful glimmer of a pair of fiery eyes.

‘Parbleu, you dare defy me—me?’ the little Frenchman cried, and vaulted nimbly from the window, landing sure-footed as a panther on the rain-soaked garden mold, then charging at the lurking horror as though it had been harmless as a kitten.

‘Oh, he’ll be killed; no mortal man can stand against a vrykolakas!’ cried Sarah Leigh, wringing her slim hands together in an agony of terror. ‘Oh, God in heaven, spare——’

A fusillade of crackling shots cut through her prayer, and we heard a short, sharp yelp of pain, then the voice of Jules de Grandin hurling imprecations in mingled French and English. A moment later:

‘Give me a hand, Friend Trowbridge,’ he called from underneath the window. ‘It was a simple matter to come down but climbing back is something else again.

‘Merci,’ he acknowledged as he regained the library and turned his quick, elfin grin on each of us in turn. Dusting his hands against each other, to clear them of the dampness from the window-sill, he felt for his cigarette case, chose a ‘Maryland’, and tapped it lightly on his finger-nail.

‘Tiens, I damn think he will know his master’s voice in future, that one,’ he informed us. ‘I did not quite succeed in killing him to death, unfortunately, but I think that it will be some time before he comes and cries beneath this lady’s window again. Yes. Had the sale poltron but had the courage to stand against me, I should certainly have killed him; but as it was’—he spread his hands and raised his shoulders eloquently—‘it is difficult to hit a running shadow, and he offered little better mark in the darkness. I think I wounded him in the left hand, but I can not surely say.’

He paused a moment, then, seeming to remember, turned again to Sarah Leigh with a ceremonious bow. ‘Pardon, Mademoiselle,’ he apologized, ‘you were saying, when we were so discourteously interrupted——’ he smiled at her expectantly.

‘Doctor de Grandin,’ wondering incredulity was in the girl’s eyes and voice as she looked at him, ‘you shot him—wounded him?’

‘Perfectly, Mademoiselle,’ he patted the waxed ends of his mustache with affectionate concern, ‘my marksmanship was execrable, but at least I hit him. That was something.’

‘But in Greece they used to say—I’ve always heard that only silver bullets were effective against a vrykolakas; either silver bullets or a sword of finely tempered steel, so——’

‘Ah, bah!’ he interrupted with a laugh. ‘What did they know of modern ordnance, those old-time ritualists? Silver bullets were decreed because silver is a harder metal than lead, and the olden guns they used in ancient days were not adapted to shoot balls of iron. The pistols of today shoot slugs encased in cupro-nickel, far harder than the best of iron, and with a striking-force undreamed of in the days when firearms were a new invention. Tiens, had the good Saint George possessed a modern military rifle he could have slain the dragon at his leisure while he stood a mile away. Had Saint Michel had a machine-gun, his victory over Lucifer could have been accomplished in thirty seconds by the watch.’

Having delivered himself of this scandalous opinion, he reseated himself on the divan and smiled at her, for all the world like the family cat which has just breakfasted on the household canary.

‘And how was it that this so valiant runner-away-from-Jules-de-Grandin announced himself to you, Mademoiselle?’ he asked.

‘I was dressing to go out this morning,’ she replied, ‘when the ’phone rang, and when I answered it no one replied to my “hello”. Then, just as I began to think they’d given someone a wrong number, and was about to put the instrument down, there came one of those awful, wailing howls across the wire. No word at all, sir, just that long-drawn, quavering howl, like what you heard a little while ago.

‘You can imagine how it frightened me. I’d almost managed to put George from my mind, telling myself that the vision of lycanthropy which I had in Smyrna was some sort of hypnotism, and that there really weren’t such things as werewolves, and even if there were, this was practical America, where I needn’t fear them—then came that dreadful howl, the sort of howl I’d heard—and given!—in my vision in the Smyrna garden, and I knew there are such things as werewolves, and that one of them possessed me, soul and body, and that I’d have to go to him if he demanded it.

‘Most of all, though, I thought of John, for if the werewolf were in America he’d surely read the notice of our coming marriage, and the first thing I remembered was his threat to kill any one who tried to come between us.’

She turned to Maxwell with a pensive smile. ‘You know how I’ve been worrying you all day, dear,’ she asked, ‘how I begged you not to go out to that dinner tonight, and when you said you must, how I made you promise that you’d call me as soon as you got home, but on no account to call me before you were safely back in your apartment?

‘I’ve been in a perfect agony of apprehension all evening,’ she told us, ‘and when John called from Doctor Trowbridge’s office I felt as though a great weight had been lifted from my heart.’

‘And did you try to trace the call?’ the little Frenchman asked.

‘Yes, but it had been dialed from a downtown pay station, so it was impossible to find it.’

De Grandin took his chin between his thumb and forefinger and gazed thoughtfully at the tips of his patent-leather evening shoes. ‘U’m?’ he murmured; then: ‘What does he look like, this so gallant persecutor of women, Mademoiselle? “He is handsome,” you have said, which is of interest, certainly, but not especially instructive. Can you be more specific? Since he is a Greek, one assumes that he is dark, but——’

‘No, he’s not,’ she interrupted. ‘His eyes are blue and his hair is rather light, though his beard—he used to wear one, though he may be smooth-shaven now—is quite dark, almost black. Indeed, in certain lights it seems to have an almost bluish tinge.’

‘Ah, so? Une barbe blue?’ de Grandin answered sharply. ‘One might have thought so much. Such beards, ma chère, are the sign-manual of those who traffic with the Devil. Gilles de Retz, the vilest monster who ever cast insult on the human race by wearing human form, was light of hair and blue-black as to beard. It is from him we get the most unpleasant fairy-tale of Bluebeard, though the gentleman who dispatched his wives for showing too much curiosity was a lamb and sucking-dove beside the one whose name he bears.

‘Very well. Have you a photograph of him, by any happy chance?’

‘No; I did have one, but I burned it years ago.’

‘A pity, Mademoiselle; our task would be made easier if we had his likeness as a guide. But we shall find him otherwise.’

‘How?’ asked Maxwell and I in chorus.

‘There was a time,’ he answered, ‘when the revelations of a patient to his doctor were considered privileged communications. Since prohibition came to blight your land, however, and the gangster’s gun has written history in blood, the physicians are required to note the names and addresses of those who come to them with gunshot wounds, and this information is collected by the police each day. Now, we know that I have wounded this one. He will undoubtlessly seek medical assistance for his hurt. Voilà, I shall go down to the police headquarters, look upon the records of those treated for injuries from bullets, and by a process of elimination we shall find him. You apprehend?’

‘But suppose he doesn’t go to a physician?’ young Maxwell interposed.

‘In that event we have to find some other way to find him,’ de Grandin answered with a smile, ‘but that is a stream which we shall cross when we have arrived upon its shore. Meantime’—he rose and bowed politely to our hostess—‘it is getting late, Mademoiselle, and we have trespassed on your time too long already. We shall convoy Monsieur Maxwell safely home, and see him lock his door, and if you will keep your doors and windows barred, I do not think that you have anything to fear. The gentleman who seems also to be a wolf has his wounded paw to nurse, and that will keep him busy the remainder of the night.’

With a movement of his eyes he bade me leave the room, following closely on my heels and closing the door behind him. ‘If we must separate them the least which we can do is give them twenty little minutes for good night,’ he murmured as we donned our mackintoshes.

‘Twenty minutes?’ I expostulated. ‘Why, he could say good night to twenty girls in twenty minutes!’

‘Oui-da, certainement; or a hundred,’ he agreed, ‘but not to the one girl, my good friend. Ah bah, Friend Trowbridge, did you never love; did you never worship at the small, white feet of some beloved woman? Did you never feel your breath come faster and your blood pound wildly at your temples as you took her in your arms and put your lips against her mouth? If not—grand Dieu des porcs—then you have never lived at all, though you be older than Methuselah!’

 

Running our quarry to earth proved a harder task than we had anticipated. Daylight had scarcely come when de Grandin visited the police, but for all he discovered he might have stayed at home. Only four cases of gunshot wounds had been reported during the preceding night, and two of the injured men were negroes, a third a voluble but undoubtedly Italian laborer who had quarreled with some fellow countrymen over a card game, while the fourth was a thin-faced, tight-lipped gangster who eyed us saturninely and murmured, ‘Never mind who done it; I’ll be seein’ ’im,’ evidently under the misapprehension that we were emissaries of the police.

The next day and the next produced no more results. Gunshot wounds there were, but none in the hand, where de Grandin declared he had wounded the nocturnal visitant, and though he followed every lead assiduously, in every case he drew a blank.

He was almost beside himself on the fourth day of fruitless search; by evening I was on the point of prescribing triple bromides, for he paced the study restlessly, snapping his fingers, tweaking the waxed ends of his mustache till I made sure he would pull the hairs loose from his lip, and murmuring appalling blasphemies in mingled French and English.

At length, when I thought that I could stand his restless striding no longer, diversion came in the form of a telephone call. He seized the instrument peevishly, but no sooner had he barked a sharp ‘Allo?’ than his whole expression changed and a quick smile ran across his face, like sunshine breaking through a cloud.

‘But certainly; of course, assuredly!’ he cried delightedly. Then, to me:

‘Your hat and coat, Friend Trowbridge, and hurry, pour l’amour d’un têtard—they are marrying!’

‘Marrying?’ I echoed wonderingly. ‘Who——’

‘Who but Mademoiselle Sarah and Monsieur Jean, parbleu?’ he answered with a grin. ‘Oh, la, la, at last they show some sense, those ones. He has broken her resistance down, and she consents, werewolf or no werewolf. Now we shall surely make the long nose at that sacré singe who howled beneath her window when we called upon her!’

The ceremony was to be performed in the sacristy of St Barnabas’ Church, for John and Sarah, shocked and saddened by the death of young Fred Suffrige, who was to have been their best man, had recalled the invitations and decided on a private wedding with only her aunt and his mother present in addition to de Grandin and me.

 

‘Dearly beloved, we are gathered together here in the sight of God and in the face of this company to join together this man and this woman in holy matrimony,’ began the rector, Doctor Higginbotham, who, despite the informality of the occasion, was attired in all the panoply of a high church priest and accompanied by two gorgeously accoutered and greatly interested choir-boys who served as acolytes. ‘Into this holy estate these two persons come now to be joined. If any man can show just cause why they should not lawfully be joined together, let him now speak, or else hereafter for ever hold his peace——’

‘Jeez!’ exclaimed the choir youth who stood upon the rector’s left, letting fall the censer from his hands and dodging nimbly back, as from a threatened blow.

The interruption fell upon the solemn scene like a bombshell at a funeral, and one and all of us looked at the cowering youngster, whose eyes were fairly bulging from his face and whose ruddy countenance had gone a sickly, pasty gray, so that the thick-strewn freckles started out in contrast, like spots of rouge upon a corpse’s pallid cheeks.

‘Why, William——’ Doctor Higginbotham began in a shocked voice; but: 

Rat, tat-tat! sounded the sudden sharp clatter of knuckles against the window-pane, and for the first time we realized it had been toward this window the boy had looked when his sacrilegious exclamation broke in on the service.

Staring at us through the glass we saw a great, gray wolf! Yet it was not a wolf, for about the lupine jaws and jowls was something hideously reminiscent of a human face, and the greenish, phosphorescent glow of those great, glaring eyes had surely never shone in any face, animal or human. As I looked, breathless, the monster raised its head, and strangling horror gripped my throat with fiery fingers as I saw a human-seeming neck beneath it. Long and grisly-thin it was, corded and sinewed like the desiccated gula of a lich, and, like the face, covered with a coat of gray-brown fur. Then a hand, hair-covered like the throat and face, slim as a woman’s—or a mummy’s—but terribly misshapen, fingers tipped with blood-red talon nails, rose up and struck the glass again. My scalp was fairly crawling with sheer terror, and my breath came hot and sulphurous in my throat as I wondered how much longer the frail glass could stand against the impact of those bony, hair-gloved hands.

A strangled scream behind me sounded from Sarah’s aunt, Miss Leigh, and I heard the muffled thud as she toppled to the floor in a dead faint, but I could no more turn my gaze from the horror at the window than the fascinated bird can tear its eyes from the serpent’s numbing stare.

Another sighing exclamation and another thudding impact. John Maxwell’s mother was unconscious on the floor beside Miss Leigh, but still I stood and stared in frozen terror at the thing beyond the window.

Doctor Higginbotham’s teeth were chattering, and his ruddy, plethoric countenance was death-gray as he faced the staring horror, but he held fast to his faith.

‘Conjuro te, sceleratissime, abire ad tuum locum’—he began the sonorous Latin exorcism, signing himself with his right hand and advancing his pectoral cross toward the thing at the window with his left—‘I exorcise thee, most foul spirit, creature of darkness——’

The corners of the wolf-thing’s devilish eyes contracted in a smile of malevolent amusement, and a rim of scarlet tongue flicked its black muzzle. Doctor Higginbotham’s exorcism, bravely begun, ended on a wheezing, stifled syllable, and he stared in round-eyed fascination, his thick lips, blue with terror, opening and closing, but emitting no sound.

‘Sang d’un cochon, not that way, Monsieur—this!’ cried Jules de Grandin, and the roar of his revolver split the paralysis of quiet which had gripped the little chapel. A thin, silvery tinkle of glass sounded as the bullet tore through the window, and the grisly face abruptly disappeared, but from somewhere in the outside dark there echoed back a braying howl which seemed to hold a sort of obscene laughter in its quavering notes.

‘Sapristi! Have I missed him?’ de Grandin asked incredulously. ‘No matter; he is gone. On with the service, Monsieur le Curé. I do not think we shall be interrupted further.’

‘No!’ Doctor Higginbotham backed away from Sarah Leigh as though her breath polluted him. ‘I can perform no marriage until that thing has been explained. Some one here is haunted by a devil—a malign entity from hell which will not heed the exorcism of the Church—and until I’m satisfied concerning it, and that you’re all good Christians, there’ll be no ceremony in this church!’

‘Eh bien, Monsieur, who can say what constitutes a good Christian?’ de Grandin smiled unpleasantly at Doctor Higginbotham. ‘Certainly one who lacks in charity as you do can not be competent to judge. Have it as you wish. As soon as we have recovered these fainting ladies, we shall leave, and may the Devil grill me on the grates of hell if ever we come back until you have apologized.’

 

Two hours later, as we sat in the Leigh library, Sarah dried her eyes and faced her lover with an air of final resolution: ‘You see, my dear, it’s utterly impossible for me to marry you, or any one,’ she said. ‘That awful thing will dog my steps, and——’

‘My poor, sweet girl, I’m more determined than ever to marry you!’ John broke in. ‘If you’re to be haunted by a thing like that, you need me every minute, and——’

‘Bravo!’ applauded Jules de Grandin. ‘Well said, mon vieux, but we waste precious time. Come, let us go.’

‘Where?’ asked John Maxwell, but the little Frenchman only smiled and shrugged his shoulders.

‘To Maidstone Crossing, quickly, if you please, my friend,’ he whispered when he had led the lovers to my car and seen solicitously to their comfortable seating in the tonneau. ‘I know a certain justice of the peace there who would marry the Witch of Endor to the Emperor Nero though all the wolves which ever plagued Red Riding-Hood forbade the banns, provided only we supply him with sufficient fee.’

Two hours’ drive brought us to the little hamlet of Maidstone Crossing, and de Grandin’s furious knocking on the door of a small cottage evoked the presence of a lank, lean man attired in a pair of corduroy trousers drawn hastily above the folds of a canton-flannel nightshirt. 

A whispered colloquy between the rustic and the slim, elegant little Parisian; then, ‘O.K., Doc,’ the justice of the peace conceded. ‘Bring ’em in; I’ll marry ’em an’—hey, Sam’l!’ he called up the stairs. ‘C’mon down, an’ bring yer shotgun. There’s a weddin’ goin’ to be pulled off, an’ they tell me some fresh guys may try to interfere!’

‘Sam’l’, a lank, lean youth whose costume duplicated that of his father, descended the stairway grinning, an automatic shotgun cradled in the hollow of his arm. ‘D’ye expect any real rough stuff?’ he asked.

‘Seems like they’re apt to try an’ set a dawg on ’em,’ his father answered, and the younger man grinned cheerfully.

‘Dawgs, is it?’ he replied. ‘Dawgs is my dish. Go on, Pap, do yer stuff. Good luck, folks,’ he winked encouragingly at John and Sarah and stepped out on the porch, his gun in readiness.

‘Do you take this here woman fer yer lawful, wedded wife?’ the justice inquired of John Maxwell, and when the latter answered that he did:

‘An’ do you take this here now man to be yer wedded husband?’ he asked Sarah.

‘I do,’ the girl responded in a trembling whisper, and the roaring bellow of a shotgun punctuated the brief pause before the squire concluded:

‘Then by virtue of th’ authority vested in me by th’ law an’ constitootion of this state, I do declare ye man an’ wife—an’ whoever says that ye ain’t married lawfully ’s a danged liar,’ he added as a sort of afterthought.

‘What wuz it that ye shot at, Sam’l?’ asked the justice as, enriched by fifty dollars, and grinning appreciatively at the evening’s profitable business, he ushered us from the house.

‘Durned if I know, Pap,’ the other answered. ‘Looked kind o’ funny to me. He wuz about a head taller’n me—an’ I’m six foot two—an’ thin as Job’s turkey-hen, to boot. His clothes looked skin-tight on ’im, an’ he had on a cap, or sumpin with a peak that stuck out over his face. I first seen ’im comin’ up th’ road, kind o’ lookin’ this way an’ that, like as if he warn’t quite certain o’ his way. Then, all of a suddent, he kind o’ stopped an’ threw his head back, like a dawg sniffin’ th’ air, an’ started to go down on his all-fours, like he wuz goin’ to sneak up on th’ house. So I hauls off an’ lets ’im have a tickle o’ buckshot. Don’t know whether I hit ’im or not, an’ I’ll bet he don’t, neether; he sure didn’t waste no time stoppin’ to find out. Could he run! I’m tellin’ ye, that feller must be in Harrisonville by now, if he kep’ on goin’ like he started!’

 

Two days of feverish activity ensued. Last-minute traveling arrangements had to be made, and passports for ‘John Maxwell and wife, Harrisonville, New Jersey, U.S.A.’, obtained. De Grandin spent every waking hour with the newly married couple and even insisted on occupying a room in the Leigh house at night; but his precautions seemed unnecessary, for not so much as a whimper sounded under Sarah’s window, and though the little Frenchman searched the garden every morning, there was no trace of unfamiliar footprints, either brute or human, to be found.

‘Looks as if Sallie’s Greek boyfriend knows when he’s licked and has decided to quit following her about,’ John Maxwell grinned as he and Sarah, radiant with happiness, stood upon the deck of the Ile de France.

‘One hopes so,’ de Grandin answered with a smile. ‘Good luck, mes amis, and may your lune de miel shine as brightly throughout all your lives as it does this night.

‘La lune—ha?’ he repeated half musingly, half with surprise, as though he just remembered some important thing which had inadvertently slipped his memory. ‘May I speak a private warning in your ear, Friend Jean?’ He drew the bridegroom aside and whispered earnestly a moment.

‘Oh, bosh!’ the other laughed as they rejoined us. ‘That’s all behind us, Doctor; you’ll see; we’ll never hear a sound from him. He’s got me to deal with now, not just poor Sarah.’

‘Bravely spoken, little cabbage!’ the Frenchman applauded. ‘Bon voyage.’ But there was a serious expression on his face as we went down the gangway.

‘What was the private warning you gave John?’ I asked as we left the French Line piers. ‘He didn’t seem to take it very seriously.’

‘No,’ he conceded. ‘I wish he had. But youth is always brave and reckless in its own conceit. It was about the moon. She has a strange influence on lycanthropy. The werewolf metamorphoses more easily in the full of the moon than at any other time, and those who may have been affected with his virus, though even faintly, are most apt to feel its spell when the moon is at the full. I warned him to be particularly careful of his lady on moonlit nights, and on no account to go anywhere after dark unless he were armed.

‘The werewolf is really an inferior demon,’ he continued as we boarded the Hoboken ferry. ‘Just what he is we do not know with certainty, though we know he has existed from the earliest times; for many writers of antiquity mention him. Sometimes he is said to be a magical wolf who has the power to become a man. More often he is said to be a man who can become a wolf at times, sometimes of his own volition, sometimes at stated seasons, even against his will. He has dreadful powers of destructiveness; for the man who is also a wolf is ten times more deadly than the wolf who is only a wolf. He has the wolf’s great strength and savagery, but human cunning with it. At night he quests and kills his prey, which is most often his fellow man, but sometimes sheep or hares, or his ancient enemy, the dog. By day he hides his villainy—and the location of his lair—under human guise.

‘However, he has this weakness: strong and ferocious, cunning and malicious as he is, he can be killed as easily as any natural wolf. A sharp sword will slay him, a well-aimed bullet puts an end to his career; the wood of the thorn-bush and the mountain ash are so repugnant to him that he will slink away if beaten or merely threatened with a switch of either. Weapons efficacious against an ordinary physical foe are potent against him, while charms and exorcisms which would put a true demon to flight are powerless.

‘You saw how he mocked at Monsieur Higginbotham in the sacristy the other night, by example. But he did not stop to bandy words with me. Oh, no. He knows that I shoot straight and quick, and he had already felt my lead on one occasion. If young Friend Jean will always go well-armed, he has no need to fear; but if he be taken off his guard—eh bien, we can not always be on hand to rescue him as we did the night when we first met him. No, certainly.’

‘But why do you fear for Sarah?’ I persisted.

‘I hardly know,’ he answered. ‘Perhaps it is that I have what you Americans so drolly call the hunch. Werewolves sometimes become werewolves by the aid of Satan, that they may kill their enemies while in lupine form, or satisfy their natural lust for blood and cruelty while disguised as beasts. Some are transformed as the result of a curse upon themselves or their families, a few are metamorphosed by accident. These are the most unfortunate of all. In certain parts of Europe, notably in Greece, Russia, and the Balkan states, the very soil seems cursed with lycanthropic power. There are certain places where, if the unwary traveler lies down to sleep, he is apt to wake up with the curse of werewolfism on him. Certain streams and springs there are which, if drunk from, will render the drinker liable to transformation at the next full moon, and regularly thereafter. You will recall that in the dream, or vision, which Madame Sarah had while in the Smyrna garden so long ago, she beheld herself drinking from a woodland pool? I do not surely know, my friend, I have not even good grounds for suspicion, but something—something which I can not name—tells me that in some way this poor one, who is so wholly innocent, has been branded with the taint of lycanthropy. How it came about I can not say, but——’

My mind had been busily engaged with other problems, and I had listened to his disquisition on lycanthropy with something less than full attention. Now, suddenly aware of the thing which puzzled me, I interrupted:

‘Can you explain the form that werewolf—if that’s what it was—took on different occasions? The night we met John Maxwell he was fighting for his life with as true a wolf as any there are in the zoological gardens. O’Brien, the policeman, saw it, too, and shot at it, after it had killed Fred Suffrige. It was a sure-enough wolf when it howled under Sarah’s window and you wounded it; yet when it interrupted the wedding it was an awful combination of wolf and man, or man and wolf, and the thing the justice’s son drove off with his shotgun was the same, according to his description.’

Surprisingly, he did not take offense at my interruption. Instead, he frowned in thoughtful silence at the dashboard lights a moment; then: ‘Sometimes the werewolf is completely transformed from man to beast,’ he answered; ‘sometimes he is a hideous combination of the two, but always he is a fiend incarnate. My own belief is that this one was only partly transformed when we last saw him because he had not time to wait complete metamorphosis. It is possible he could not change completely, too, because——’ he broke off and pointed at the sky significantly.

‘Well?’ I demanded as he made no further effort to proceed.

‘Non, it is not well,’ he denied, ‘but it may be important. Do you observe the moon tonight?’

‘Why, yes.’

‘What quarter is it in?’

‘The last; it’s waning fast.’

‘Précisement. As I was saying, it may be that his powers to metamorphose himself were weakened because of the waning of the moon. Remember, if you please, his power for evil is at its height when the moon is at the full, and as it wanes, his powers become less and less. At the darkening of the moon, he is at his weakest, and then is the time for us to strike—if only we could find him. But he will lie well hidden at such times, never fear. He is clever with a devilish cunningness, that one.’

‘Oh, you’re fantastic!’ I burst out.

‘You say so, having seen what you have seen?’

‘Well, I’ll admit we’ve seen some things which are mighty hard to explain,’ I conceded, ‘but——’

‘But we are arrived at home; Monsieur and Madame Maxwell are safe upon the ocean, and I am vilely thirsty,’ he broke in. ‘Come, let us take a drink and go to bed, my friend.’

 

With midwinter came John and Sarah Maxwell, back from their honeymoon in Paris and on the Riviera.  A week before their advent, notices in the society columns told of their homecoming, and a week after their return an engraved invitation apprised de Grandin and me that the honor of our presence was requested at a reception in the Leigh mansion, where they had taken residence. ‘. . . and please come early and stay late; there are a million things I want to talk about,’ Sarah pencilled at the bottom of our card.

Jules de Grandin was more than usually ornate on the night of the reception. His London-tailored evening clothes were knife-sharp in their creases; about his neck hung the insignia of the Legion d’Honneur; a row of miniature medals, including the French and Belgian war crosses, the Médaille Militaire, and the Italian Medal of Valor, decorated the left breast of his faultless evening coat; his little, wheat-blond mustache was waxed to needle-sharpness, and his sleek blond hair was brilliantined and brushed till it fitted flat upon his shapely little head as a skull-cap of beige satin.

Lights blazed from every window of the house as we drew up beneath the porte-cochère. Inside all was laughter, staccato conversation, and the odd, not unpleasant odor rising from the mingling of the hundred or more individual scents affected by the women guests. Summer was still near enough for the men to retain the tan of mountain and seashore on their faces and for a velvet vestige of veneer of painfully acquired sun-tan to show upon the women’s arms and shoulders.

We tendered our congratulations to the homing newlyweds; then de Grandin plucked me by the sleeve. ‘Come away, my friend,’ he whispered in an almost tragic voice. ‘Come quickly, or these thirsty ones will have drunk up all the punch containing rum and champagne and left us only lemonade!’

The evening passed with pleasant swiftness, and guests began to leave. ‘Where’s Sallie—seen her?’ asked John Maxwell, interrupting a rather Rabelaisian story which de Grandin was retailing with gusto to several appreciative young men in the conservatory. ‘The Carter-Brooks are leaving, and——’

De Grandin brought his story to a close with the suddenness of a descending theater curtain, and a look of something like consternation shone in his small, round eyes. ‘She is not here?’ he asked sharply. ‘When did you last see her?’

‘Oh,’ John answered vaguely, ‘just a little while ago; we danced the “Blue Danube” together, then she went upstairs for something, and——’

‘Quick, swiftly!’ de Grandin interrupted. ‘Pardon, Messieurs,’ he bowed to his late audience and, beckoning me, strode toward the stairs.

‘I say, what’s the rush——’ began John Maxwell, but:

‘Every reason under heaven,’ the Frenchman broke in shortly. To me: ‘Did you observe the night outside, Friend Trowbridge?’

‘Why, yes,’ I answered. ‘It’s a beautiful moonlit night, almost bright as day, and——’

‘And there you are, for the love of ten thousand pigs!’ he cut in. ‘Oh, I am the stupid-headed fool, me! Why did I let her from my sight?’

We followed in wondering silence as he climbed the stairs, hurried down the hall toward Sarah’s room, and paused before her door. He raised his hand to rap, but the portal swung away, and a girl stood staring at us from the threshold.

‘Did it pass you?’ she asked, regarding us in wide-eyed wonder.

‘Pardon, Mademoiselle?’ de Grandin countered. ‘What is it that you ask?’

‘Why, did you see that lovely collie, it——’

‘Cher Dieu,’ the words were like a groan upon the little Frenchman’s lips as he looked at her in horror. Then, recovering himself: ‘Proceed, Mademoiselle, it was of a dog you spoke?’

‘Yes,’ she returned. ‘I came upstairs to freshen up, and found I’d lost my compact somewhere, so I came to Sallie’s room to get some powder. She’d come up a few moments before, and I was positive I’d find her here, but——’ she paused in puzzlement a moment; then: ‘But when I came in there was no one here. Her dress was lying on the chaise-longue there, as though she’d slipped it off, and by the window, looking out with its paws up on the sill, was the loveliest silver collie.

‘I didn’t know you had a dog, John,’ she turned to Maxwell. ‘When did you get it? It’s the loveliest creature, but it seemed afraid of me; for when I went to pat it, it slunk away, and before I realized it had bolted through the door, which I’d left open. It ran down the hall.’

‘A dog?’ John Maxwell answered bewilderedly. ‘We haven’t any dog, Nell; it must have been——’

‘Never mind what it was,’ de Grandin interrupted as the girl went down the hall, and as she passed out of hearing he seized us by the elbows and fairly thrust us into Sarah’s room, closing the door quickly behind us.

‘What——’ began John Maxwell, but the Frenchman motioned him to silence.

‘Behold, regard each item carefully; stamp them upon your memories,’ he ordered, sweeping the charming chamber with his sharp, stock-taking glance.

A fire burned brightly in the open grate, parchment-shaded lamps diffused soft light. Upon the bed there lay a pair of rose-silk pajamas, with a sheer crêpe negligée beside them. A pair of satin mules were placed toes in upon the bedside rug. Across the chaise-longue was draped, as though discarded in the utmost haste, the white-satin evening gown that Sarah had worn. Upon the floor beside the lounge were crumpled wisps of ivory crêpe de Chine, her bandeau and trunks. Sarah, being wholly modern, had worn no stockings, but her white-and-silver evening sandals lay beside the lingerie, one on its sole, as though she had stepped out of it, the other on its side, gaping emptily, as though kicked from her little pink-and-white foot in panic haste. There was something ominous about that silent room; it was like a body from which the spirit had departed, still beautiful and warm, but lifeless.

‘Humph,’ Maxwell muttered, ‘the Devil knows where she’s gone——’

‘He knows very, exceedingly well, I have no doubt,’ de Grandin interrupted. ‘But we do not. Now—ah? Ah-ah-ah?’ his exclamation rose steadily, thinning to a sharpness like a razor’s cutting-edge. ‘What have we here?’

Like a hound upon the trail, guided by scent alone, he crossed the room and halted by the dressing-table. Before the mirror stood an uncorked flask of perfume, lovely thing of polished crystal decorated with silver basketwork. From its open neck there rose a thin but penetrating scent, not wholly sweet nor wholly acrid, but a not unpleasant combination of the two, as though musk and flower-scent had each lent it something of their savors.

The little Frenchman put it to his nose, then set it down with a grimace. ‘Name of an Indian pig, how comes this devil’s brew here?’ he asked.

‘Oh, that?’ Maxwell answered. ‘Hanged if I know. Some unknown admirer of Sallie’s sent it to her. It came today, all wrapped up like something from a jeweler’s. Rather pleasant-smelling, isn’t it?’

De Grandin looked at him as Torquemada might have looked at one accusing him of loving Martin Luther. ‘Did you by any chance make use of it, Monsieur?’ he asked in an almost soundless whisper.

‘I? Good Lord, do I look like the sort of he-thing who’d use perfume?’ the other asked.

‘Bien, I did but ask to know,’ de Grandin answered as he jammed the silver-mounted stopper in the bottle and thrust the flask into his trouser pocket.

‘But where the deuce is Sallie?’ the young husband persisted. ‘She’s changed her clothes, that’s certain; but what did she go out for, and if she didn’t go out, where is she?’

‘Ah, it may be that she had a sudden feeling of faintness, and decided to go out into the air,’ the Frenchman temporized. ‘Come, Monsieur, the guests are waiting to depart, and you must say adieu. Tell them that your lady is indisposed, make excuses, tell them anything, but get them out all quickly; we have work to do.’

 

John Maxwell lied gallantly, de Grandin and I standing at his side to prevent any officious dowager from mounting the stairs and administering home-made medical assistance. At last, when all were gone, the young man turned to Jules de Grandin, and:

‘Now, out with it,’ he ordered gruffly. ‘I can tell by your manner something serious has happened. What is it, man; what is it?’

De Grandin patted him upon the shoulder with a mixture of affection and commiseration in the gesture. ‘Be brave, mon vieux,’ he ordered softly. ‘It is the worst. He has her in his power; she has gone to join him, for—pitié de Dieu!—she has become like him.’

‘Wha—what?’ the husband quavered. ‘You mean she—that Sallie, my Sallie, has become a were——’ his voice balked at the final syllable, but de Grandin’s nod confirmed his guess.

‘Hélas, you have said it, my poor friend,’ he murmured pitifully.

‘But how?—when?—I thought surely we’d driven him off——’ the young man faltered, then stopped, horror choking the words back in his throat.

‘Unfortunately, no,’ de Grandin told him. ‘He was driven off, certainly, but not diverted from his purpose. Attend me.’

From his trousers pocket he produced the vial of perfume, uncorked it, and let its scent escape into the room. ‘You recognize it, hein?’ he asked.

‘No, I can’t say I do,’ Maxwell answered.

‘Do you, Friend Trowbridge?’

I shook my head.

‘Very well. I do, to my sorrow.’

He turned once more to me. ‘The night Monsieur and Madame Maxwell sailed upon the Ile de France, you may recall I was explaining how the innocent became werewolves at times?’ he reminded.

‘Yes, and I interrupted to ask about the different shapes that thing assumed,’ I nodded.

‘You interrupted then,’ he agreed soberly, ‘but you will not interrupt now. Oh, no. You will listen while I talk. I had told you of the haunted dells where travelers may unknowingly become werewolves, of the streams from which the drinker may receive contagion, but you did not wait to hear of les fleurs des loups, did you?’

‘Fleurs des loups—wolf-flowers?’ I asked.

‘Précisement, wolf-flowers. Upon those cursed mountains grows a kind of flower which, plucked and worn at the full of the moon, transforms the wearer into a loup-garou. Yes. One of these flowers, known popularly as the fleur de sang, or blood-flower, because of its red petals, resembles the marguerite, or daisy, in form; the other is a golden yellow, and is much like the snapdragon. But both have the same fell property, both have the same strong, sweet, fascinating scent.

‘This, my friends,’ he passed the opened flagon underneath our noses, ‘is a perfume made from the sap of those accursed flowers. It is the highly concentrated venom of their devilishness. One applying it to her person, anointing lips, ears, hair, and hands with it, as women wont, would as surely be translated into wolfish form as though she wore the cursed flower whence the perfume comes. Yes.

‘That silver collie of which the young girl spoke, Monsieur’—he turned a fixed, but pitying look upon John Maxwell—‘she was your wife, transformed into a wolf-thing by the power of this perfume.

‘Consider: Can you not see it all? Balked, but not defeated, the vile vrykolakas is left to perfect his revenge while you are on your honeymoon. He knows that you will come again to Harrisonville; he need not follow you. Accordingly, he sends to Europe for the essence of these flowers, prepares a philtre from it, and sends it to Madame Sarah today. Its scent is novel, rather pleasing; women like strange, exotic scents. She uses it. Anon, she feels a queerness. She does not realize that it is the metamorphosis which comes upon her, she only knows that she feels vaguely strange. She goes to her room. Perhaps she puts the perfume on her brow again, as women do when they feel faint; then, pardieu, then there comes the change all quickly, for the moon is full tonight, and the essence of the flowers very potent.

‘She doffed her clothes, you think? Mais non, they fell from her! A woman’s raiment does not fit a wolf; it falls off from her altered form, and we find it on the couch and on the floor.

‘That other girl comes to the room, and finds poor Madame Sarah, transformed to a wolf, gazing sadly from the window—la pauvre, she knew too well who waited outside in the moonlight for her, and she must go to him! Her friend puts out a hand to pet her, but she shrinks away. She feels she is “unclean”, a thing apart, one of “that multitudinous herd not yet made fast in hell”—les loups-garous! And so she flies through the open door of her room, flies where? Only le bon Dieu—and the Devil, who is master of all werewolves—know!’

‘But we must find her!’ Maxwell wailed. ‘We’ve got to find her!’

‘Where are we to look?’ de Grandin spread his hands and raised his shoulders. ‘The city is wide, and we have no idea where this wolf-man makes his lair. The werewolf travels fast, my friend; they may be miles away by now.’

‘I don’t care a damn what you say, I’m going out to look for her!’ Maxwell declared as he rose from his seat and strode to the library table, from the drawer of which he took a heavy pistol. ‘You shot him once and wounded him, so I know he’s vulnerable to bullets, and when I find him——’

‘But certainly,’ the Frenchman interrupted. ‘We heartily agree with you, my friend. But let us first go to Doctor Trowbridge’s house where we, too, may secure weapons. Then we shall be delighted to accompany you upon your hunt.’

As we started for my place he whispered in my ear: ‘Prepare the knock-out drops as soon as we are there, Friend Trowbridge. It would be suicide for him to seek that monster now. He can not hit a barn-side with a pistol, can not even draw it quickly from his pocket. His chances are not one in a million if he meets the wolf, and if we let him go we shall be playing right into the adversary’s hands.’

I nodded agreement as we drove along, and when I’d parked the car, I turned to Maxwell. ‘Better come in and have a drink before we start,’ I invited. ‘It’s cold tonight, and we may not get back soon.’

‘All right,’ agreed the unsuspecting youth. ‘But make it quick, I’m itching to catch sight of that damned fiend. When I meet him he won’t get off as easily as he did in his brush with Doctor de Grandin.’

Hastily I concocted a punch of Jamaica rum, hot water, lemon juice, and sugar, adding fifteen grains of chloral hydrate to John Maxwell’s and hoping the sugar and lemon would disguise its taste while the pungent rum would hide its odor. ‘To our successful quest,’ de Grandin proposed, raising his steaming glass and looking questioningly at me for assurance that the young man’s drink was drugged.

Maxwell raised his goblet, but ere he set it to his lips there came a sudden interruption. An oddly whining, whimpering noise it was, accompanied by a scratching at the door, as though a dog were outside in the night and importuning for admission.

‘Ah?’ de Grandin put his glass down on the hall table and reached beneath his left armpit where the small but deadly Belgian automatic pistol nestled in its shoulder-holster. ‘Ah-ha? We have a visitor, it seems.’ To me he bade:

‘Open the door, wide and quickly, Friend Trowbridge; then stand away, for I shall likely shoot with haste, and it is not your estimable self that I desire to kill.’

I followed his instructions, but instead of the gray horror I had expected at the door, I saw a slender canine form with hair so silver-gray that it was almost white, which bent its head and wagged its tail, and fairly fawned upon us as it slipped quickly through the opening, then looked at each of us in turn with great, expressive topaz eyes.

‘Ah, mon Dieu,’ exclaimed the Frenchman, sheathing his weapon and starting forward, ‘it is Madame Sarah!’

‘Sallie?’ cried John Maxwell incredulously, and at his voice the beast leaped toward him, rubbed against his knees, then rose upon its hind feet and strove to lick his face.

‘Ohé, quel dommage!’ de Grandin looked at them with tear-filled eyes; then:

‘Your pardon, Madame Sarah, but I do not think you came to us without a reason. Can you lead us to the place where he abides? If so we promise you shall be avenged within the hour.’

The silver wolf dropped to all fours again, and nodded its sleek head in answer to his question; then, as he hesitated, came slowly up to him, took the cuff of his evening coat in its teeth, and drew him toward the door.

‘Bravo, ma chère, lead on, we follow!’ he exclaimed; then, as we donned our coats, he thrust a pistol in my hand and cautioned: ‘Watch well, my friend, she seems all amiable, but wolves are treacherous, man-wolves a thousand times more so; it may be he has sent her to lead us to a trap. Should anything untoward transpire, shoot first and ask your foolish questions afterward. That way you shall increase your chances of dying peacefully in bed.’

The white beast trotting before us, we hastened down the quiet, moonlit street. After forty minutes’ rapid walk, we stopped before a small apartment house. As we paused to gaze, the little wolf once more seized Jules de Grandin’s sleeve between her teeth and drew him forward.

It was a little house, only three floors high, and its front was zigzagged with iron fire escapes. No lights burned in any of the flats, and the whole place had an air of vacancy, but our lupine guide led us through the entranceway and down the ground floor hall until we paused before the door of a rear apartment.

De Grandin tried the knob cautiously, found the lock made fast, and after a moment dropped to his knees, drew out a ringful of fine steel instruments, and began picking the fastening as methodically as though he were a professional burglar. The lock was ‘burglar-proof’ but its makers had not reckoned with the skill of Jules de Grandin. Before five minutes had elapsed he rose with a pleased exclamation, turned the knob, and thrust the door back.

‘Hold her, Friend Jean,’ he bade John Maxwell, for the wolf was trembling with a nervous quiver, and straining to rush into the apartment. To me he added: ‘Have your gun ready, good Friend Trowbridge, and keep by me. He shall not take us unawares.’

Shoulder to shoulder we entered the dark doorway of the flat, John Maxwell and the wolf behind us. For a moment we paused while de Grandin felt along the wall, then click; the snapping of a wall-switch sounded, and the dark room blazed with sudden light.

The wolf-man’s human hours were passed in pleasant circumstances. Every item of the room proclaimed it the abode of one whose wealth and tastes were well matched. The walls were hung with light gray paper, the floor was covered with a Persian rug, and wide, low chairs upholstered in long-napped mohair invited the visitor to rest. Beneath the arch of a marble mantelpiece a wood fire had been laid, ready for the match, while upon the shelf a tiny French-gilt clock beat off the minutes with sharp, musical clicks. Pictures in profusion lined the walls, a landscape by an apt pupil of Corot, an excellent imitation of Botticelli, and, above the mantel, a single life-sized portrait done in oils.

Every item of the portrait was portrayed with photographic fidelity, and we looked with interest at the subject, a man in early middle life, or late youth, dressed in the uniform of a captain of Greek cavalry. His cloak was thrown back from his braided shoulders, displaying several military decorations, but it was the face which captured the attention instantly, making all the added detail of no consequence. The hair was light, worn rather long, and brushed straight back from a high, wide forehead. The eyes were blue, and touched with an expression of gentle melancholy. The features were markedly Oriental in cast, but neither coarse nor sensual. In vivid contrast to the hair and eyes was the pointed beard upon the chin; for it was black as coal, yet by some quaint combination of the artist’s pigments it seemed to hide blue lights within its sable depths. Looking from the blue-black beard to the sad blue eyes it seemed to me I saw a hint, the merest faint suggestion, of wolfish cruelty in the face.

‘It is undoubtlessly he,’ de Grandin murmured as he gazed upon the portrait. ‘He fits Madame Sarah’s description to a nicety. But where is he in person? We cannot fight his picture; no, of course not.’

Motioning us to wait, he snapped the light off and drew a pocket flashlight from his waistcoat. He tiptoed through the door, exploring the farther room by the beam of his searchlight, then rejoined us with a gesture of negation.

‘He is not here,’ he announced softly; ‘but come with me, my friends, I would show you something.’

He led the way to the adjoining chamber, which, in any other dwelling, would have been the bedroom. It was bare, utterly unfurnished, and as he flashed his light around the walls we saw, some three or four feet from the floor, a row of paw-prints, as though a beast had stood upon its hind legs and pressed its fore-feet to the walls. And the prints were marked in reddish smears—blood.

‘You see?’ he asked, as though the answer to his question were apparent. ‘He has no bed; he needs none, for at night he is a wolf, and sleeps denned down upon the floor. Also, you observe, he has not lacked for provender—le bon Dieu grant it was the blood of animals that stained his claws!’

‘But where is he?’ asked Maxwell, fingering his pistol.

‘S-s-sh!’ warned the Frenchman. ‘I do not think that he is far away. The window, you observe her?’

‘Well?’

‘Précisement. She is a scant four feet from the ground, and overlooks the alley. Also, though she was once fitted with bars, they have been removed. Also, again, the sash is ready-raised. Is it not all perfect?’

‘Perfect? For what?’

‘For him, parbleu! For the werewolf’s entrances and exits. He comes running down the alley, leaps agilely through the open window, and voilà, he is here. Or leaps out into the alleyway with a single bound, and goes upon his nightly hunts. He may return at any moment; it is well that we await him here.’

 

The waiting minutes stretched interminably. The dark room where we crouched was lighted from time to time, then cast again into shadow, as the racing clouds obscured or unveiled the full moon’s visage. At length, when I felt I could no longer stand the strain, a low, harsh growl from our four-footed companion brought us sharply to attention. In another moment we heard the soft patter-patter, scratch-scratch of a long-clawed beast running lightly on the pavement of the alleyway outside, and in a second more a dark form bulked against the window’s opening and something landed upon the floor.

For a moment there was a breathless silence; then: ‘Bon soir, Monsieur Loup-garou,’ de Grandin greeted in a pleasant voice. ‘You have unexpected visitors.

‘Do not move,’ he added threateningly as a hardly audible growl sounded from the farther corner of the room and we heard the scraping of long nails upon the floor as the wolf-thing gathered for a spring; ‘there are three of us, and each one is armed. Your reign of terror draws to a close, Monsieur.’

A narrow, dazzling shaft of light shot from his pocket torch, clove through the gloom, and picked the crouching wolf-thing’s form out of the darkness. Fangs bared, black lips drawn back in bestial fury, the gaunt, gray thing was backed into the corner, and from its open jaws we saw a thin trickle of slabber mixed with blood. It had been feeding, so much was obvious. ‘But what had been its food?’ I wondered with a shudder.

‘It is your shot, Friend Jean,’ the little Frenchman spoke. ‘Take careful aim, and do not jerk the pistol when you fire.’ He held his flashlight steadily upon the beast, and a second later came the roar of Maxwell’s pistol.

The acrid smoke stung in our nostrils, the reverberation of the detonation almost deafened us, and—a little fleck of plaster fell down from the wall where Maxwell’s bullet was harmlessly embedded.

‘Ten thousand stinking camels!’ Jules de Grandin cried, but got no further, for with a maddened, murderous growl the wolf-man sprang, his lithe body describing a graceful arc as it hurtled through the air, his cruel, white fangs flashing terribly as he leaped upon John Maxwell and bore him to the floor before he could fire a second shot.

‘Nom de Dieu de nom de Dieu de nom de Dieu!’ de Grandin swore, playing his flashlight upon the struggling man and brute and leaping forward, seeking for a chance to use his pistol.

But to shoot the wolf would have meant that he must shoot the man, as well; for the furry body lay upon the struggling Maxwell, and as they thrashed and wrestled on the floor it was impossible to tell, at times, in the uncertain light, which one was man and which was beast.

Then came a deep, low growl of pent-up, savage fury, almost an articulate curse, it seemed to me, and like a streak of silver-plated vengeance the little she-wolf leaped upon the gray-brown brute which growled and worried at the young man’s throat.

We saw the white teeth bared, we saw them flesh themselves in the wolf-thing’s shoulder, we saw her loose her hold, and leap back, avoiding the great wolf’s counter-stroke, then close with it again, sinking needle-fangs in the furry ruff about its throat.

The great wolf shook her to and fro, battered her against the walls and floor as a vicious terrier mistreats a luckless rat, but she held on savagely, though we saw her left forepaw go limp and knew the bone was broken.

De Grandin watched his chance, crept closer, closer, till he almost straddled the contending beasts; then, darting forth his hand he put his pistol to the tawny-gray wolf’s ear, squeezed the trigger, and leaped back.

A wild, despairing wail went up, the great, gray form seemed suddenly to stiffen, to grow longer, heavier, to shed its fur and thicken in limbs and body-structure. In a moment, as we watched the horrid transformation, we beheld a human form stretched out upon the floor; the body of a handsome man with fair hair and black beard, at the throat of which a slender silver-gray she-wolf was worrying.

‘It is over, finished, little brave one,’ de Grandin announced, reaching out a hand to stroke the little wolf’s pale fur. ‘Right nobly have you borne yourself this night; but we have much to do before our work is finished.’

The she-wolf backed away, but the hair upon her shoulders was still bristling, and her topaz eyes were jewel-bright with the light of combat. Once or twice, despite de Grandin’s hand upon her neck, she gave vent to throaty growls and started toward the still form which lay upon the floor in a pool of moonlight, another pool fast gathering beneath its head where de Grandin’s bullet had crashed through its skull and brain.

John Maxwell moved and moaned a tortured moan, and instantly the little wolf was by his side, licking his cheeks with her pink tongue, emitting little pleading whines, almost like the whimpers of a child in pain.

When Maxwell regained consciousness it was pathetic to see the joy the wolf showed as he sat up and feebly put a groping hand against his throat.

‘Not dead, my friend, you are not nearly dead, thanks to the bravery of your noble lady,’ de Grandin told him with a laugh. Then, to me:

‘Do you go home with them, Friend Trowbridge. I must remain to dispose of this’—he prodded the inert form with his foot—‘and will be with you shortly.

‘Be of good cheer, ma pauvre,’ he told the she-wolf, ‘you shall be soon released from the spell which binds you; I swear it; though never need you be ashamed of what you did this night, whatever form you might have had while doing it.’

 

John Maxwell sat upon the divan, head in hands, the wolf crouched at his feet, her broken paw dangling pitifully, her topaz eyes intent upon his face. I paced restlessly before the fire. De Grandin had declared he knew how to release her from the spell—but what if he should fail? I shuddered at the thought. What booted it that we had killed the man-wolf if Sarah must be bound in wolfish form henceforth?

‘Tiens, my friends,’ de Grandin announced himself at the library door, ‘he took a lot of disposing of, that one. First I had to clean the blood from off his bedroom floor, then I must lug his filthy carcass out into the alley and dispose of it as though it had been flung there from a racing motor. Tomorrow I doubt not the papers will make much of the mysterious murder. “A gangster put upon the spot by other gangsters,” they will say. And shall we point out their mistake? I damn think no.’

He paused with a self-satisfied chuckle; then: ‘Friend Jean, will you be good enough to go and fetch a negligee for Madame Sarah?’ he asked. ‘Hurry, mon vieux, she will have need of it anon.’

As the young man left us: ‘Quick, my friends,’ he ordered. ‘You, Madame Sarah, lie upon the floor before the fire, thus. Bien.

‘Friend Trowbridge, prepare bandages and splints for her poor arm. We can not set it now, but later we must do so. Certainly.

‘Now, my little brave one,’ he addressed the wolf again, ‘this will hurt you sorely, but only for a moment.’

Drawing a small flask from his pocket he pulled the cork and poured its contents over her.

‘It’s holy water,’ he explained as she whined and shivered as the liquid soaked into her fur. ‘I had to stop to steal it from a church.’

A knife gleamed in the firelight, and he drove the gleaming blade into her head, drew it forth, and shook it toward the fire, so that a drop of blood fell hissing in the leaping flames. Twice more he cut her with the knife, and twice more dropped her blood into the fire; then, holding the knife lightly by the handle, he struck her with the flat of the blade between the ears three times in quick succession, crying as he did so: ‘Sarah Maxwell, I command that you once more assume your native form in the name of the Most Holy Trinity!’

A shudder passed through the wolf’s frame. From nose to tail-tip she trembled, as though she lay in her death-agony; then suddenly her outlines seemed to blur. Pale fur gave way to paler flesh, her dainty lupine paws became dainty human hands and feet, her body was no more that of a wolf, but of a soft, sweet woman.

But life seemed to have gone from her. She lay flaccid on the hearth rug, her mouth open a little, eyes closed, no movement of her breast perceptible. I looked at her with growing consternation, but:

‘Quickly, my friends, the splints, the bandages!’ de Grandin ordered.

I set the broken arm as quickly as I could, and as I finished young John Maxwell rushed into the room.

‘Sallie, beloved!’ he fell beside his wife’s unconscious form, tears streaming down his face.

‘Is she—is she——’ he began, but could not force himself to finish, as he looked imploringly at Jules de Grandin.

‘Dead?’ the little man supplied. ‘By no means; not at all, my friend. She is alive and healthy. A broken arm mends quickly, and she has youth and stamina. Put on her robe and bear her up to bed. She will do excellently when she has had some sleep.

‘But first observe this, if you please,’ he added, pointing to her side. Where the cicatrix with its tuft of wolf-hair had marred her skin, there was now only smooth, unspotted flesh. ‘The curse is wholly lifted,’ he declared delightedly. ‘You need no more regard it, except as an unpleasant memory.’

‘John dear,’ we heard the young wife murmur as her husband bore her from the room, ‘I’ve had such a terrible dream. I dreamed that I’d been turned into a wolf, and——’

‘Come quickly, good Friend Trowbridge,’ de Grandin plucked me by the arm. ‘I, too, would dream.’

‘Dream? Of what?’ I asked him.

‘Perchance of youth and love and springtime, and the joys that might have been,’ he answered, something like a tremble in his voice. ‘And then, again, perchance of snakes and toads and elephants, all of most unauthentic color—such things as one may see when he has drunk himself into the blissful state of delirium tremens. I do not surely know that I can drink that much, but may the Devil bake me if I do not try!’








 





 

 

 

Two Shall Be Born



 

Two shall be born the whole wide world apart


And speak in different tongues and have no thought


Each of the other’s being and no heed . . .


That some day out of darkness they shall meet


And read life’s meaning in each other’s eyes.


Susan Marr Spaulding, Fate

 

COLD WEATHER HAD SET IN, and the quiet street was like a scene from a Christmas card in the November dusk. The moon was very bright; its radiance was powdered silver on the frost-encrusted grass. Soft light filtered through drawn curtains on the neatly-kept front lawns. Somewhere down the block a window had been left open and through it, very clear in the cool tranquil air, a radio picked up a broadcast from Havana, mandolins and violins mourning softly over a tango. The placid beauty of the night was like the sting of salt in a raw wound to Fullerton. ‘A sorrow’s crown of sorrows,’ he repeated bitterly, ‘is remembering happier things.’ Yet what was there to do but remember? Life was flowing backward for him, there was nothing in the future save, perhaps, such patience as a living dead man might command while he waited the actual sundering of flesh and spirit.

For Henry Herbert Fullerton—‘H.H.F.’ beloved of the sports writers and one-time All American left tackle, later South American explorer and still later stock broker—was dead. Not dead the way you were when skilled morticians gave death the appearance of a natural sleep and clergymen droned prayers above you and women wept while soft music was played. Oh, no, not that—the lucky ones died that way! He was just civilly dead—civiliter mortuus—a legal corpse, deprived of all the rights of manhood till the state saw fit to restore them. An ex-convict.

Like one who sees a motion picture reeled through its projector in reverse he viewed the incidents that marked the past twelve years. His return from the exploring trip, the offer of the partnership in Smathers, Dirk & Houghton, his partners’ endless importunities to bring his friends in on ‘good things’; his marriage to Millicent with the church banked suffocatingly high with flowers and gawking crowds held back by the police escort. Later, their duplex apartment and the cocktail parties that they threw; whispered market tips and eager friends with avid eyes who fairly forced their money on him. Then October, 1929, the crash, the realization that his trustful friends were ruined, the all-night drinking bout at Gilotti’s speakeasy, and the return to his house just in time to meet Millicent and Bob Houghton at the door.

They had laughed at his befuddled questions, made a mock of his remonstrances. ‘Hold the bag, sucker,’ Bob had flung across his shoulder as he helped Millicent into the car.

Hold the bag, eh? They’d run out on him, leaving him to face the music, would they? He’d show ’em! When the police picked Bob Houghton up there were four bullet wounds in him, each of which would have been fatal. Not bad shooting for a drunken man. And Millicent was screaming at him, mouthing curses like a fish-wife.

His lawyers pleaded the unwritten law, his drunkenness, finally advised a plea of guilty in the second degree.

Ten years the judge had said. Ten years at hard labor. And the warden took him at his word. No office work, no soft duties for this killer who but for wealth and influence might be waiting for the final summons from the death house. The rock pile, the machine shop, and the laundry, these were his portion while the sands of time piled slowly to a pyramid of ten long years. Then they set him free, a ticket to the city in the pocket of his prison-made ill-fitting suit, and the mark of the ex-convict on him. A slight, lean man of thirty-six who looked fifty, gaunt-featured, pewter haired, with the empty, lusterless eyes of a dead man walking.

Millicent had divorced him. Served the papers on him in the penitentiary. With a grim smile he recalled her accusations: ‘—assault with a deadly weapon—conviction of a crime involving moral turpitude——’ He let the case go by default. Everything she said was true. Once he had tried to kill her; he loved her then, loved her so he’d rather see her dead than gone with Bob Houghton. No matter now. When one is quits with life what difference does it make whether he is married or divorced?

He’d seen her yesterday down on the Avenue, gray eyes aglint beneath the crisping curls of auburn hair, a smart small hat trimmed with cock feathers, a double cross fox scarf draped negligently across her shoulders. She’d passed him by as if he were a bit of wind-blown street-trash, and he had wondered idly that the sight of her stirred neither longing nor resentment in him, that he could look so calmly in that coldly lovely face and feel no quickening of the pulses as he passed within hand’s reach of this woman who had vowed to cleave to him through sorrow and adversity while they both lived.

‘But,’ he reflected bitterly, ‘she kept her bargain. One of us is dead; dead legally—civiliter mortuus.’

 

The moonlight glinted on a spot of brightness in the walk before his house, and Fullerton grinned as he marked it. His neighbor up the street, the small dark man who’d moved into the vacant house three doors away, had put that bright tile in his sidewalk the same day he took possession of the premises. Fullerton had noticed it as he went out upon his daily morning walk, a square of brightly finished porcelain, not white nor yet quite green, but a sort of combination of the two, noticeable in the dull-gray of the paving blocks as a cardinal in a flock of blackbirds. It had a figure on it, too, a man with a jackal’s head, like the figures of Anubis he’d seen in the museums. Odd that he should have set a bright tile like that in the gray-stone walk. But then——

Last night was Halloween, and boys in South Brooklyn were like their kind the world over. Out ringing doorbells, stealing trash-cans, blowing beans at unprotected windows. Among their pranks had been the transplantation of the bright tile from his neighbor’s walk to his. Tomorrow he must take it back. Only the diffidence that made him shrink from meeting people had kept him from restoring it that morning.

He put his hand up to the curtain cord, but delayed pulling it. Freedom to open or shut doors and windows was still a luxury to be savored. ‘Old Lovelace hadn’t served a hitch in the big house when he wrote

“Stone walls do not a prison make,


Nor iron bars a cage.”’

 

he said ironically, speaking naturally to himself as lonely men have done since time’s beginning. ‘If he had—what the deuce?’ He ended on an interrogatively rising note as a light delivery van crawled down the street, the driver leaning far out of the cab to scan the sidewalks bordering the roadway.

Opposite his door the car came to a halt, and the driver jumped down, crossed the strip of parking, and bent down to examine the bright tile. Satisfied with his inspection, apparently, he called to his helper, and walked back to the vehicle, where he began to unlatch the chains holding up its tail gate. In a moment they had drawn out a long packing case and were lugging it up his walk.

‘You must have made a mistake,’ Fullerton insisted as they beat upon his front door with a thunderous knock. ‘I haven’t ordered anything—who’s this for?’

The driver and his helper had regained their seats in the car, and looked back at him surlily. ‘For a man,’ replied the driver. ‘See?’

‘No, I don’t. What’s his name and address?’

‘Dunno, Mister. Our orders wuz to put that box down at th’ door o’ th’ house wid a fancy tile in its front walk. Didn’t have no name or number; just a house in dis block wid a fancy tile. If you ain’t the’ party it’s just too bad, for we ain’t luggin’ that crate back. See?’

With a wheeze and rattle the old car got underway, and Fullerton was left with the unwanted parcel on his doorstep.

‘Now what?’ he asked himself. The box was oblong, made of light wood strips reinforced with cross-tied ropes. There was nothing on it to identify its consignee or consignor. In shape and size it was much like the rough box used to encase the casket at burial. Fullerton felt a slight chill of apprehension as he looked at it. What was he to do with it? The driver had said it was for the man with the bright tile in his sidewalk. That would be his new neighbor. Obviously the thing was too heavy for him to move it unassisted—— ‘But I can’t leave it out here all night,’ he told himself, ‘it may hold perishable goods.’ Tentatively he leaned down and took the nearer corners in his hands. Surprisingly, the case moved toward him easily, and he realized it had castors fitted to its lower surface. That simplified things.

Pulling, tugging, panting a little from the exertion, he drew the box across the doorsill and into the front hall. There, it would be safe till morning——

Shoving it with his foot to make a clearance way for the front door, he was astonished at the ease with which it rolled across the polished floor. Not only rolled, but cannoned into the newel post of the staircase. The crackling sound of breaking wood was followed by the tinkle of smashing earthenware, and he looked ruefully at the object exposed by the shattered crate.

Where the box had staved in he could glimpse a dull-white surface scarred by a wide crack. It was hard to make the object out. From its shape it might have been a bathtub, but who’d make a bathtub out of fragile earthenware, or encase it in a box unable to withstand a slight jar such as that which smashed this case?

‘H’m, maybe I can fix the thing,’ he muttered, putting back the broken boards. ‘Perhaps I’d better not try, but——’ He couldn’t understand it, but a curiosity greater than his powers of resistance seemed to prompt him. Plainly as if he’d heard the words pronounced he became aware that the box held something he must see—quickly.

He drew the boards away, looked down at the baked-clay case they had concealed. Six feet in length it was, and in general appearance it resembled one of those old covered soap-dishes without which no toilet set of the late nineties was complete. The top was slightly convex and seemed joined to the bottom by a tongue-and-groove joint into which some sort of plaster had been set. An inch or so below the junction of the top and body ran a border of the egg-and-dart design familiar to Greek pottery of the common sort. The whole appeared to have been baked in a brick-kiln, but not thoroughly, for in several places the rough finish had chipped off, leaving pits and indentations on the surface, as though the baking process had added more of brittleness than strength to the clay.

With his knife he dug away the soft cement that sealed the vessel. In a moment he had loosened it and lifted back the top. ‘Good Lord, what’s this?’

The light from the hall chandelier shone past him into the clay casket, and as he looked into the cavernous container he felt the breath hit hard against his teeth while a jerking, pounding feeling came into his chest beneath the curve of his left collar-bone. He was looking full into the still calm face of a dead woman.

Carefully, stepping softly with that reverence which is the instinctive due of death, he stood the casket over in the angle of the wall and looked again into the terra-cotta coffin. If what he saw was death it was a startling counterfeit of life.

She lay as easily and naturally in her clay coffin as though she slept in her accustomed bed. Tall she was and slender, perfectly proportioned as a statue wrought by Phidias or Praxiteles, golden-haired and fair-skinned as a Nordic blonde. From tapering white throat to slender chalk-white ankles she was draped in a white robe, the simple Ionic chiton of white linen cut in that austerely modest style of ancient Greece in which the upper portion of the dress falls downward again from neck to waist to form a sort of cape, masking the outline of the bosom and leaving the entire arms and points of the shoulders bare. Save for the tiny studs of hand-wrought gold which held the gown together at the shoulders and the narrow double line of horizontal purple stripes at the bottom of the cape her dress was without ornament of any sort. There were no rings upon the long slim fingers of the narrow hands that lay demurely crossed upon her breast, her narrow, high-arched feet were bare. A corded fillet of white linen bound her bright hair in a Psyche knot.

For a moment—or an hour, he had no way of telling, for time seemed pausing, and breathing with it—he stood looking at the lovely body confined in the baked-clay casket. Like every normal layman he had an inborn horror of death, and instinctively felt frightened in the presence of the dead, but, somehow, this did not seem death.

It was, rather, the image of slumber, of life unconscious, waiting to be waked.

Yet, despite appearances, he knew that she was dead, and had been for a thousand years and more. He had seen coffins like the one she lay in at the museums. Explorers’ spades had dug them from the Christian cemetery at Alexandria, relics of the vanished Roman Empire of the East. He recognized her simple, graceful costume, too. The narrow stripes of Tyrian dye that edged her cape bore witness to her status as a freeborn Roman citizen, the corded girdle at her waist proclaimed her a virgin. She must have lived—and died—before the rise of Islam in the seventh century.

Yet though she must have passed from life to death twelve hundred and more years ago so perfect was the mimicry of life, so absolute the counterfeit of breathing sleep, that he was afraid to move lest he waken her.

Gradually his reason reasserted itself. The old Egyptians had been skilled embalmers; he’d heard it said they knew a process whereby all appearance of mortality could be removed; not the crude pickling of mummification, but a technique which approached that practiced by embalmers of our day. Yet look as he would he could find no sign of the embalmer’s work, no wound, no slit in the smooth skin, no scar or bandage.

Reverently he bent above the dead form in the coffin. Beside the body, almost hidden by a fold of the white robe, he saw a roll of something which appeared like parchment, and bending closer he could make out letters on it. This might give a clue to her identity and explain her marvelous defiance of the natural law of dissolution.

The rolled screed crackled in his hands. It was not parchment, he discerned, but something thin and almost transparent, like row on row of library mending tissue joined skillfully together. He recognized it, he had seen its like in the museums—papyrus.

The writing on it was in square black letters strung together without break, as if the whole message were one long word. ‘What language?’ he wondered, looking idly at the characters. Egyptian? Not likely, they used picture-writing. Greek? Perhaps, but the letters didn’t look like Grecian characters. He ran his eye along the topmost line:

NOVERINTUNIVERSIPERBREVIA.
 

‘Gibberish!’ he told himself disgustedly, then checked in mid-breath. No! The characters were Roman capitals, like the numerals on his watch, and suddenly he recalled having heard that it was not until comparatively recent days that words were written separately for convenience in reading.

Here was a clue. He hadn’t looked inside a Latin book in almost twenty years, but—— Frowning with the effort, he bent his gaze upon the opening letters of the message:

NOV—that might be an abbreviation for nova, signifying new, but that would make the next word erin. There wasn’t any such word he remembered. Still——

Suddenly, as a figure hidden in a picture-puzzle becomes clear when it has been stared at fixedly for a time, the first sixteen letters of the line seemed to separate. There they were, in two words:

NOVERINT—UNIVERSI—Know everyone, know all men——

And the next three characters spelled P-E-R—per, meaning by——

Then BREVIA—these writs, these writings——

He was making progress now. It would be a long task, but the thing could be deciphered and translated. Plainly it was in the nature of a legal document, perhaps a statement of the dead girl’s name and parentage.

For the first time in more than ten years he smiled with eyes as well as lips. ‘I’ll know more about you in a little while, my dear,’ he told her in a whisper. Then even lower: ‘Sleep on, and pleasant dreams.’

 

It was almost morning when he leaned back from his desk, utterly worn out with unaccustomed work, but too astounded to be conscious of fatigue. Crumpled paper lay about him on the floor, the ashtray was piled high with cigarette stubs, but on the desk lay his translation completed:

Know all to whom these writings come that I, known to the Greeks as Philamon, but to my fellow-followers of the Old Gods’ worship as Harmichis, being of the olden blood of mighty Egypt and a sworn priest of the Old Gods, have caused the virgin Helena to fall into a deep sleep by the arts of my learning, wherefrom she shall not waken till one takes her by the hand and calls her name and bids her rise.


Now to whosoever sees these writings, greetings and admonition: It is my purpose to assume a like sleep unto hers when I have finished preparations for her safekeeping, and for mine own. But haply it may fall out that we wake in divers places, and that another than myself shall summon her from sleep. Now, therefore, stranger, be ye warned. The virgin Helena is mine, and not another’s, and should thou come upon her sleeping in her coffin, thou art charged to leave her as thou findest her, for if she waken at thy bidding, and looketh on thee with favor, know that I, Harmichis, servant of the Most High Gods, and a mighty man in combat, will seek thee out and do thee mortal battle for her, and as for her, should she look on another with the eyes of love, then she shall truly die by my hand, and not awaken any more, either at the bidding of a mortal man or otherwise, for bodiless and without hope of resurrection shall she wander in Amenti forever. I have said.

 

The more he read the document the crazier it sounded, and, paradoxically, the crazier it sounded the more logical it seemed. His recollection of the history of the Roman Empire of the East was sketchy, but he remembered having heard that the old faith was kept alive by Coptic descendants of the original Egyptians, and that even today there are men who claim to have been initiated into the mysteries of Osiris and the lesser gods of Egypt. It seemed quite possible that this man who called himself Harmichis might have been a member of the old priesthood. There was small doubt that the Egyptian priests understood hypnotism, just as the Hindus did. That would account for the assertion that Harmichis ‘caused the virgin Helena to fall into a deep sleep by the arts of his learning’.

Evidently this had been some sort of ancient version of a lovers’ suicide pact. Harmichis, unable to marry the Greek girl, had hypnotized her—put her in a state of suspended animation—coffined her, and had her buried in the desert sands. He had then intended to hypnotize himself, or have another do it to him and be buried by her side. Then at some predetermined time he would awaken, issue from his grave, and rouse the sleeping maiden. ‘And just in case somebody beat him to it, he gave ’em timely warning to lay off,’ Fullerton ended aloud.

He lighted a fresh cigarette and bowed his head in thought. How long had the hypnotic sleep lasted? How long does it take for a hypnotically induced trance to become true death? Obviously she had not wakened in her coffin. There was no sign of a struggle. Quite as obviously she had not died of slow starvation while in a cataleptic state. She was slender, but with the slenderness of youthful grace, not the emaciation of starvation.

He shook his head and rose. If only what old Harmichis had wished were possible—if only he could take her by the hand and call on her to waken——

Once more he stood above the terracotta coffin, looking in the dead girl’s calm sweet face. Good Lord, but she was beautiful! Her smoothly-flowing contours melted into lines of perfect symmetry, dark lashes swept the pure curve of her cheeks, her lips, still faintly stained with color, rested softly on each other. Unbidden, a verse from Romeo and Juliet came to his mind:

                                  Beauty’s ensign yet


Is crimson in thy lips and in thy cheeks,


And death’s pale flag is not advancèd there.

 

Scarcely realizing what he did he bent down and laid his fingers on one of the slim pale hands resting on the dead girl’s breast. He recoiled in surprise. The hand was warm as living flesh, firm and lovely to the touch.

‘All right,’ he murmured argumentatively to himself. ‘I’m crazy. So what? I’m going to try it, anyway.’

How did you say ‘arise’ in Latin? He thought a moment, then, his hand upon the girl’s, his lips almost against the little low-set ear that lay framed in a nest of glowing gold-bright curls: ‘Serge, O Helena!’ He wasn’t quite sure that was right. Perhaps he should have said, ‘Serge tu’, but . . . ‘O Helena, serge!’ he repeated, louder this time.

A chill, not quite of fear nor yet of pure excitement, but rather from a combination of them, rippled through him, for with the repetition of the command the fingers in his stirred, curled up to take a light hold on his hand, and the bosom of the dead girl heaved as if in respiration. The waxen-smooth blue-veined eyelids were lifted slowly from a pair of almost golden eyes, and a faint suggestion of color swept upward through her throat and cheeks like a blush. Her calm lips parted, trembled in a broken little sigh.

She met his startled gaze with a long look of gentle trust. ‘Is it truly thou, my lord?’ she asked in a soft whisper.

He looked down at her raptly, like a worshipper before a shrine, or a child to whom a glimpse of fairyland has been vouchsafed. Involuntarily he leaned toward her. The attraction was instinctive, elemental, unreasoning as the drifting down of autumn leaves which take their flight without consideration or knowledge of the botanical process involved. For a long, heart-stilling moment they looked into each other’s eyes, and as he looked at her he felt the shell of rage and hatred for the world and all mankind which he had kept about him for the last ten years begin to soften like a frozen river in the first spring sunshine.

‘Helena!’ he breathed almost inaudibly.

Her steadfast eyes were wide, star-bright with tears that came unbidden to their black-lashed lids, and her lips were trembling like an eager child’s. ‘Is it truly thou, my lord?’ she asked again.

 

Hell-broth simmered to a boil in Alexandria. It was the summer of the year 635, and everywhere within the ancient city of the Ptolemies dissension reigned. Fanatic monks and deacons of the orthodox religion mobbed heretics of the old Coptic Church. Copts burned the orthodox churches, and murdered monks and priests at every opportunity. From the ghetto where almost a hundred thousand Jews were barred in by intolerance of Greek and Copt there issued almost nightly raiding parties to avenge the insults heaped upon the Sons of Israel by daylight. The Roman governor hanged and crucified adherents to all parties with a fine impartiality, and confiscated lands and goods with even greater readiness. From the East came ominous reports of Islam’s onward march; some said that Amrou, general of the Caliph Omar’s Syrian armies, had already laid siege to Pelusium, guardian fortress of the boundary.

In an upper chamber of her father’s house in the Museum Street the damsel Helena was seated, reading from a vellum scroll the romance of Hero and Leander. Of late there had been little else that she could do. Most of the city’s four hundred theaters were closed by order of the governor, for wherever crowds assembled rioting was sure to follow. The streets and squares re-echoed to the march of mailed protectorii—soldiers of the Roman garrison—the baths no longer afforded a comfortable haven for exchange of friendly gossip.

‘. . . yonder shines the blessèd light,


Love-kindled to dispel the night


And lead me, Hero mine, to thee’,

 

she read, her lips half forming the words as her eyes traced down the lines of boldly-formed Greek letters. ‘Yes, Judith?’ she looked up as a small Negro maid paused at the door with a deep bow.

‘If it please your ladyship the Copt Philamon waits below, and begs an audience.’

Helen’s smooth brow wrinkled in a frown. ‘Bid him begone,’ she answered. ‘Tell him I am at the bath, or in the theater——’

‘I have, your ladyship, but still he lingers obstinately, saying he will wait until it pleases you to see him.’

‘Does he, in very truth? Why, then, ’twere better that I saw him quickly and dispatched the business for all time. Bring him hither, slave.’

As the serving wench went on her errand Helena laid by her parchment and glanced toward the door with a small frown of annoyance between her classic level brows. Philamon—she had no wish to see him now or ever, yet for old time’s sake she’d try to be as gentle as she might. They had been schoolmates and playfellows, though she was the daughter of a philosopher attached to the Museum and he the son of a rich Coptic merchant. Ostensibly he was a Christian, and bore the Greek name of Philamon, but as he grew from youth to manhood he had joined with others of his race in an attempt to revive worship of the ancient deities of Egypt. Until they had expelled him from the lecture halls of the Museum he had the impudence to preach the godhead of Osiris. Now, grown to man’s estate, he presumed to sue for her hand—insolent desert-spawn, to aspire to the hand of one in whose veins ran the noblest blood of the Empire. The tinkling of the small bells on the silken curtain at the door cut short her reverie, and Philamon entered with a deep obeisance.

He was a handsome young man, dark, slender, lithe, and almost silent as a snake in his movements. Above a tunic of deep Tyrian purple edged with gold embroidery he wore a light cape of green silk. A jeweled girdle with a dagger hanging from it in a sheath of gem-encrusted leather clasped his waist, buskins of white leather worked with gold were on his feet. His curling black hair was encircled by a golden fillet.

‘Salve, Helena,’ he greeted, dropping naturally into the classic Latin which, as a Copt, he preferred to the Greek spoken by the ruling class ‘Dominus tecum.’

‘Hast thou then become a Christian—again?’ she asked with a faint sneer. ‘I had not thought to hear thee say——’

He cut her short with an impatient gesture. ‘There is no time to bandy words, my Helena. Knowest thou the latest tidings from the East?’

‘What should a Grecian maiden know of them? Am I a Coptic traitor, having secret messages from spies——’

Once more his lifted hand broke through her bitter words. ‘Pelusium has been taken by Amrou. The path to Alexandria lies open to the hosts of Islam. Within the month the Caliph’s soldiers will have ringed the city’s walls with steel.’

Now genuine alarm showed in her face. ‘The governor——’

‘The governor? Pah!’ He spat the exclamation out as though it were an epithet. ‘What can he do? The Roman soldiery is soft with too much wine and food, too little war. The Gothic mercenaries are besotted with their wine and dice and wenches, and would set sail for Europe ere the first assault. There is not a single legion in the field against the hordes of Amrou’s Arab cavalry, and every day fresh troops of Saracens come up from Syria. There is no help or hope for it. The Alexandrian garrison is doomed.’

‘Then—then what shall I do?’ she faltered.

He smiled. Not pleasantly. ‘Hear me, O Helena. Aforetime I have offered you my hand, but you have refused—reviled—me. Now once more I make you offer of an honorable marriage and a fortune which shall be secure from seizure by the Arabs. They have promised all us Copts immunity if we will join with them against the Greeks. I shall have high place and rank and power in the government of the Caliph. Which will you choose, O Helena, my name and love and fortune, or exile and poverty at the court of Heraclius? Philosophers are very plentiful in Byzantium. Thy father’s learning will command small recompense.’

Not for a moment did she doubt him. He was a traitor to the Empire, an apostate Christian, a conspirator, but no liar. In an agony of apprehension her fingers twisted and untwisted themselves. There was about her the appearance of a frightened child. ‘But I do not love thee, Philamon——’

‘No more Philamon; I have done with all things Greek,’ he interrupted. ‘Call me by my rightful name, Harmichis.’

She went on as if he had not spoken: ‘To wed a man not loving him——’

Once more he cut her short. ‘See, Helena, here is a window to the future. Look into it and tell me what thou see’st.’ From the pocket hanging at his girdle he produced a globe of rock-crystal somewhat larger than an orange and laid it on the table before her. ‘Look, look into it, my Helena, and see if thou wilt choose to be my mate, or brave the future unprotected!’

Timorously she bent forward, looking into the cool limpid depth of the glass ball. His eyes, hot, greedy, coal-black, were upon her, his sharp-cut lips were whispering insistently. ‘Look—look! Look through the window of the future, Helena——’

At first she saw no more than vague prismatic mirrorings of the room, such as might have been reflected in a floating soap-bubble, but gradually the crystal clouded, shading from the clarity of water to the opalescence of fresh milk, then darkening steadily, appeared to grow jet-black, as if it were a sphere of polished ebony. A point of light appeared against the brilliant blackness, another, and another.

Now they were whirling round each other, like torches carried by wild-leaping dancers viewed from a tower top at night, and gradually they seemed to form a pattern. In their merging brightness she could descry figures—she saw the wild charge of the Arab cavalry, saw the Imperial legions staggering from the battlefield; beheld the great siege-engines set up under Alexandria’s walls, and saw the Saracens come swarming up the battlements to cut down every living thing that barred their wild, victorious advance.

‘Oh—horrible!’ she faltered, and tried to wrench her gaze away from the bright sphere, but a power greater than her own will held her fascinated eyes upon it. A light, bright mist, an endless network of converging lines seemed taking form in the crystal. In its depths, as through a dim, wiped-over window, she beheld herself asleep. Asleep? No, never maiden slept in such a bed as that, save in the last long sleep that knows no waking. It was a coffin that she lay in, and they had taken all her jewelry off, slipped the bright emeralds from her ears, drawn the rings from her fingers, even taken off her gold-embroidered sandals. Dead. She, Helena, was dead, and about to be buried like a beggar maid.

But what was this? Above the coffin which enclosed her bent a face. She did not recognize it, for the features differed from the features of the men she knew. It was finely drawn with rather high cheek-bones, the mouth was wide and generous, the eyes a pale and smoky gray. Hardened by suffering it was, and scarred by the deep acid-cuts of cynicism, but instinctively she felt drawn to it, for she knew that it belonged to one who had an infinite capacity for love and kindness—and infinite need of them.

‘Art thou—art thou to be my lord?’ she asked tremulously. ‘Art thou he into whose hands I shall lay my heart like a gift——’

Harsh and dry and rasping with cold fury Harmichis’ voice drowned out her timid question:

‘Sleep, Helena. Fall thou in a deep and dreamless sleep which men shall take for death, and wake no more until thy hand be taken and thy name called——’

 

Four oxen, white and without blemish, drew the funeral car that held Helena’s coffin from the Church of Holy Wisdom to the great Necropolis where Christian dead were buried. Two dozen lovely maidens robed in white and veiled with purple walked barefoot in the dust beside the flower-burdened hearse, with the Patriarch of Alexandria and his train of deacons and subdeacons following in their gilded curricles drawn by white mules. At the grave the girls wailed piercingly and tore their faces with their nails, then cut their long hair off and threw the braided tresses on the coffin. With incense, bell, and intoned prayer the churchmen laid her in the grave and went their several ways.

The burying ground lay silent in the fading moonlight. A soft low haze that swept up from the harbor shrouded tree and monument and mausoleum in a silvery unreal half-light as Harmichis and the two stout knaves he had picked up on the waterfront crept silently as wind-blown clouds across the broad lawns of the great Necropolis. ‘Dig here,’ Harmichis ordered, and at his command the villains turned the loose turf back.

The ornate coffin, ornamented with a frieze depicting scenes from the life of Saint Helena, lay but a foot or two beneath the sod. In fifteen minutes it was hoisted from the grave, its sealings of lime-mortar broken, and the lovely corpse exposed.

Working quickly, Harmichis undid the emerald rings from Helena’s small ears, drew the jeweled rings from her fingers, unclasped the brooch that held the Persian shawl about her shoulders, unlaced the gold-embroidered buskins on her feet. ‘Take them.’ He tossed the loot to his helpers. ‘Their price will buy a jar of wine in any shop along the quay.’ Then, as the scoundrels pocketed the finery, ‘Bring on the other coffin.’

It was a plain, cheap case of half-baked earthenware they lugged from the cart hitched beside the road, the sort of casket used by those just rich enough to bury their dead chested, but too poor to afford any but the meanest funeral furnishings. Into it they put Helena, then dropped it in the place of her elaborate casket, and heaped the broken earth upon it.

‘Break this up and throw the pieces in the harbor,’ Harmichis ordered as he gave the fine coffin a kick. ‘Here is the balance of thy hire.’ He tossed a purse to them and turned away. Chuckling, he murmured to himself, ‘No grave robber will seek for buried treasure in that pauper’s coffin. Sleep on my Helena; sleep on in blessèd poverty until——’

Half an hour later he was in his own bed chamber. His Grecian clothes were laid aside and in their place he wore a gown of plain white linen, such as that the priests vowed to Osiris wore in days before the coming of the Greeks and Romans. Before him on the table lay the crystal ball which he had used to hypnotize the girl.

‘Gaze, gaze, Harmichis,’ he bade himself. ‘Gaze, servant of the Most High Gods, gaze in the magic crystal, yield up thy being and sink thou in a sleep so deep that men shall take it for death till——’ His voice failed slowly, sinking from a murmur to a whisper, finally to silence. His head fell forward on his arms——

The news that Philamon the Copt had died of grief for Helena the Greek girl spread through the city. His funeral was a simple one, for neither Greek nor Coptic priest would say a prayer for one who had admitted publicly he was apostate, a follower of the old gods.

Nevertheless, because he had been rich, and because his will requested it, they dug his grave a little distance from the grave where Helena the Christian maiden had been laid.

 

‘Art thou truly he whom I did see aforetime in the gazing-crystal of the renegade Philamon?’ the girl asked Fullerton, her golden eyes fixed questioningly on him.

He was suddenly aware that she did not speak English—but that he understood her perfectly.

‘Of—of course, it’s I,’ he answered stammeringly, ‘but——’ in his excitement he let go her hand, and instantly her look of rapt attention changed to one of mild bewilderment. She said something in reply. Her words were musically soft and liquid, but what she said he no more understood than if she’d spoken in Chinese.

‘May I help you?’ he put out his hand again, and she laid hers in it with the air of a princess bestowing a rare gift. Like a radio dialed suddenly from a foreign to a local broadcast, her words became intelligible in mid-syllable.

‘—and Philamon—Harmachis—shall not have me?’

‘He certainly shall not,’ he answered positively. ‘Neither he nor anyone, unless you wish——’

He stood away from her as he spoke, and once again he saw the puzzled look come in her eyes. She could not understand a syllable he pronounced.

Then understanding came to him. He could not explain it, but he knew. While they were standing hand in hand, or even when they touched each other lightly, everything one said was perfectly intelligible to the other. The moment they broke contact each was walled off from the other by the barrier of alien speech.

The maid had laid a fire before she left that evening, and in a moment he had kindled it. Then hand in hand they sat before the blazing logs and talked, and understood each other in that mystic communion which seemed to come to them when they made bodily contact. With only a few prompting questions she related her last day in Alexandria, told how Harmichis had bidden her look in the crystal—— ‘The Saracens did not prevail against the soldiers of the Emperor, did they, my lord?’ she broke off to ask him tremulously.

He took a deep breath. How could he tell her? But: ‘More than a thousand years ago, child,’ he answered.

‘A thousand years——’ Her eyes came up to his from under the deep shadow of their curling lashes. ‘Then I am——’

It was hard for him to explain, but adding what she’d told him to the information gleaned from the papyrus he could piece her history together. When he had done she bent her head in thought a moment. Finally she turned to him, eyes wide, lips parted. Her breath was coming faster. ‘I mind me that in that far day from which I come men sometimes found the mummies of the ancient ones in the rock tombs,’ she whispered.

‘They’re still doing it,’ he answered with a smile. ‘The mummies of Rameses and Tutankhamen are in museums——’

She nodded understandingly and he saw the pupils of her golden eyes swell and expand, darkening the bright irises. ‘To whom do they belong, those bodies salvaged from the past?’ she interrupted.

‘Why—to whoever finds them, I suppose,’ he rejoined, a little puzzled by her agitation.

‘They are the things and chattels of their finders?’ she persisted.

‘Yes, I suppose you might say that——’

He stopped in utter surprise, for at his words the girl had slipped down from the couch and fallen to her knees before him. Taking his right hand in both of hers she bowed her head submissively and placed his hand upon it. ‘Full-ah-tohn’—she said his name with difficulty—‘behold me, a stranger from another age and place, alone and friendless in a foreign world. Freely, and of mine own will and accord, I give myself into thy ownership, and claim from thee the protection the master owes his slave. Take me, my lord and master; do with me as thou wilt. My life is in thy shadow.’

He crushed down a desire to protest, or even show amusement at the drama of her self-surrender. She was a child of ancient days, and slavery was a social institution of her times. ‘Rise, Helena,’ he ordered solemnly. ‘I cannot take thee for my slave——’

Tears started to her lashes and rolled in big, slow drops down her pale cheeks, her lower lip began to tremble as though she were about to cry. ‘Am I then so favorless in thy sight that thou wilt not have me for thy handmaid, Full-ah-tohn, my lord?’ she asked.

‘Favorless? Why, child, you’re beautiful; you’re the loveliest thing I’ve ever seen——’

She was on the couch beside him now, her little feet tucked under her, one hand in his, the other resting on his arm. ‘Thou givest me my freedom, lord?’ she asked. 

‘Of course, but——’

‘But promise me one thing before I take it,’ she persisted.

‘Why, certainly, if it will make you happier——’

‘It will, my lord. ’Twill make me very, very happy. Each day at this same hour promise me thou wilt repeat those words—tell me that I am fair and lovely in they sight!’

‘You must be famished after your long sleep,’ he answered noncommittally. ‘Wait here, I’ll boil some eggs and make some chocolate.’

He was busy in the kitchen a few minutes, but busy as his hands were he was even busier with his thoughts. Here was a complication. This lovely girl who despite the date of her birth was physically no more than two and twenty had been literally dropped on his doorstep. In all the strange new modern world where fate had put her she knew no one but him; she was as utterly his responsibility as if she were a baby—and she had just demanded that he tell her she was beautiful at half-past three each morning.

A clinking sound as of metal striking stone attracted his attention as he bore the tray of food into the living-room. Pausing at the front door, he looked out across the lawn.

Sharply defined in the moonlight, a man was working at the bright tile in his sidewalk, forcing it from its place with a light crowbar. As Fullerton’s gaze fell on him the man paused in his labor and raised his head.

It was his new neighbor, the man before whose house the tile had been set. A shaft of moonlight striking through the unleafed boughs of a tree picked his face out of the shadow as an actor’s features on a darkened stage. It was a handsome face, with features clear-cut as an image on a coin, high cheekbones, a wide and full-lipped mouth, and wide, black restless eyes with drooping lids and haughty, high-arched brows. Now it was convulsed in a frown of hot fury. He glared about him with a look of hatred sharp and pitiless as a bared knife, then once more bent to his labor.

Fullerton stepped quickly from the hall into the firelit sanctuary of the living-room. There was a chilly feeling at his spine as he drew the curtains tighter over the windows.

He had, too, a curiously unpleasant feeling in the region of his stomach. Distinctly as if he were hearing them pronounced, he recalled the warning of the papyrus:

‘—if she waketh at thy bidding and looketh on thee with favor, know that I, Harmichis, servant of the Most High Gods of olden Egypt, will do thee battle for her.’ She had wakened at his bidding—did she look on him with favor? And if she did—— He put the thought away deliberately, and placed the eggs and chocolate on the coffee table before her.

 

Fitting Helena into the modern scene was something of a problem at first. It was impossible to take her shopping in a costume which essentially was like a modern nightrobe, but Fullerton was equal to the emergency. He had her stand on sheets of paper and with a pencil traced the outlines of her feet. With these, and with the help of an obliging saleswoman, he bought her a pair of shoes and stockings to accompany them. While she remained indoors enveloped in his bathrobe he took her chiton to a shop and bought a dress and cloak from its measurements. Thus clothed she sallied out with him, and for the first time in his life he understood why women love to shop.

The classic vogue in women’s styles seemed to have been created for her benefit, she wore the latest modes as if they had been planned for her.

When the fashionable coiffeur put his shears to her knee-length hair she cried out as if he had cut her flesh with the keen steel, but when the process was completed and she emerged from the booth with her amber-blonde hair waved up from neck and temples and a nest of curls massed high on her head she surveyed her image in the mirror with a gurgle of wide-eyed delight. ‘I did not think I was so beautiful,’ she confided to him. ‘Art sure’—she eyed him archly—‘art sure thou wilt not reconsider and hold me to the offer which I made thee on the night thou wakened me?’

‘What offer?’ he asked, purposely obtuse.

She took his hand in hers and raised it. For the barest fraction of a second his palm brushed the bright curls that clustered like a crown upon her head. ‘If thou should wish to change thy mind——’ she began. Then a salesgirl came with an armful of dresses, and the sudden tenseness which had gripped his heart as if it were a giant hand relaxed.

It was almost incredible how quickly she learned English, and how readily she fitted into modern life. Eating with a knife and fork at first gave her a little trouble, she was superstitiously afraid of taxicabs and subways at first, and her first trip in an elevator terrified her almost to the point of swooning, but within a month she might have been mistaken for one of the season’s crop of débutantes.

The change in him was almost as noticeable as the transformation in her. The icy shell of rage and hatred which he had worn round him for the past ten years began to melt away as he found new interest in life. They went everywhere—did everything—together. To watch the changes in her face while they were at the opera or the play, to see the smiles break through the statuesque calm of her classic features when he introduced her to a new experience—the movies, a new food, horseback riding, skating on the frozen lake in Prospect Park, skiing in the Adirondacks—these things gave him pleasure of a sort he had not thought to know again. He and Millicent had never had much common interest. To Helena he was the sun around which all the worlds revolved. She looked to him for advice, guidance, and protection. The feeling he was indispensable to someone gave him a new grip on life. He went to see his lawyers and had them prepare a petition to restore his civil rights. As soon as he was no longer a legal corpse he would initiate adoption proceedings. Helena—his daughter.

One of his first moves was to give up the house in South Brooklyn and take a new place on the Heights where they could look across the bay at the tall spires of Manhattan, bright with sunlight in the daytime, jewel-dotted with the glow of countless lighted windows after dark.

One April morning he drove through the block where he had lived when Helena was brought to him. His house was still vacant. FOR RENT signs hung in the windows. Three doors farther down the street he stopped his car and looked down at the sidewalk. The bright tile still twinkled amid the gray paving-blocks. ‘Too bad, old chap,’ he chuckled as he set the car in motion, ‘but there’s no use keeping that thing there. Your date with Helena is off. But definitely.’

A curtain stirred at a front window as he spoke, and for a second he glimpsed a face peering from the darkened house. It was the same face he had seen in the moonlight the night Helena came to him, but changed. Now it was like a skull that had been lightly fleshed over, a dead-white face with a blue growth of beard on cheek and chin, and narrow, venomous eyes.

 

Something—some unwonted sound must have awakened him, for he sat abruptly upright in the darkness, ears strained to catch a repetition of the noise. A sense of apprehension lay on him, in his inner ear a tocsin sounded an alarm insistently. Listening in the smothering darkness, he was not certain if he’d heard a sound, or if it were the sudden stopping of a sound that wakened him.

Then through the blackness of the darkened house it came again. A scream, a woman’s scream so brief that he could hardly trust the evidence of his ears. A cry of stark and utter terror uncontrolled that stopped almost as quickly as it started, but seemed to leave a tingling echo of shrill horror quivering in the air.

Helena! The cry—if it had been a cry—came from the direction of the front room where she slept.

He fumbled in the darkness for a weapon of some sort. His hands closed on the first thing that they touched, a heavy flask of toilet water, and swinging the stout bottle like a club he ran on tip-toe down the hall.

A little trickle of dim light flowed out into the darkened hall beneath her door—as if someone had spilled a splash of luminance upon her floor and some of it had filtered across the sill.

Breathlessly, he bent his head to listen, laid cautious fingers on the doorknob. Voices, muted to a ghostly murmur, came to him from the room beyond.

‘—but that was more than a full thousand years ago, Harmichis——’

A short, dry laugh, as frigid as a breath from an ice-cave, broke through the girl’s low pleading. ‘Know’st not, my Helena, there be three things which time is powerless to soften, a sword, a diamond, and the hatred of a servant of the Olden Gods?’

‘Nay, not hatred, surely, good Harmichis. Once thou dids’t say thou loved me——’

Again the short, sharp, terrifying laugh. ‘As thou has said, that was a thousand years ago, O Helena. Think’st thou I put thee in the mystic sleep to save thee harmless from the Saracen invader only to have thee fall into the hands of this outlander? Thou lovest him, dost thou not?’

‘Yes, that I do; better than my life or sight or blood or breath, with all my heart and soul and spirit, but——’

‘Then make thee ready for the sleep that truly knows no waking, Helena. This time thou’lt have no second chance. No other man shall take thy hand and call thy name and bid thee rise to live and love, for thou’lt be dust. Bare thy white throat to the knife of my vengeance——’

Fullerton drove in the door with a tremendous kick. On the floor beside her bed knelt Helena, her hands upraised to implore mercy from the man who towered over her, winding one hand in her glowing hair and holding a short copper-bladed knife against her throat with the other.

He recognized the intruder, the handsome, dark-skinned face, lean to emaciation, the lips drawn back in a reptilian smile of hatred about to be satiated—Philamon—Harmichis—the Egyptian priest whose love had driven him to hypnotize this girl so that she slept a thousand years, and who had followed her across those years to——

The Egyptian had hurled the girl down to the floor so violently that she lay in semi-consciousness, her hands stretched out before her like a diver’s when he strikes the water, and turned on him. His teeth were very white against his swarthy skin, the hatred in his eyes was like a living thing. ‘Now, outlander!’

‘You bet it’s now!’ Fullerton drew back the heavy bottle. ‘You’re overdue in hell a thousand years——’

The bottle hurtled through the air with devastating force, missed the Egyptian as he dodged with weasel-like agility, smashed with a shattering crash against the wall, and—he was unarmed as the other advanced slowly, knife upraised.

Fullerton snatched up a slipper-chair and held it like a shield before him. Not a moment too soon, either, for the copper-bladed sacrificial knife, heavy with a grip of gold-encrusted lapis lazuli, came whining at him, struck the chair seat with a vicious pung, pierced it almost as if it had been cardboard, and thrust its needle point a full six inches through the fragile wood.

He hurled the chair at his advancing enemy, heard it crash with splintering legs against the wall as the other dropped to one knee, then felt his ankle seized as in a snare as the Egyptian slid across the floor and grasped him in a flying tackle.

They fell together in a thrashing heap, rolled over flailing, gouging, punching, digging at each other’s throats. Despite his slenderness the Egyptian was slightly heavier, and fought with the wild desperation of a mad man. But the years of heavy labor Fullerton had put in while he served his sentence stood him in good stead now. With a heave he drew the other to him, hugged him as a bear might hug its prey, and rolled until he felt the wiry body under him.

‘Now, you damned desert rat——’

He felt a searing pain rake his right forearm, then his left, the coat of his pajamas ripped to tatters, and a line of bright blood marked the rents made in the fabric. From some hidden pocket in the linen smock he wore, Harmichis had jerked out a copper weapon like a set of brass knuckles, but armed with curving razor-bladed claws instead of knobs on its rings.

Now his face was rowled by the tear-talons—he could taste the salty blood upon his tongue, for the blades had cut clear through his cheek—in a moment they would reach his throat, his jugular.

With an effort calling up his final ounce of strength he rose to his knees, tottered to his feet, dragged the other after him, hurled him off with all his force.

‘Get up!’ His voice was hoarse and croaking in his own ears, choked with blood and all but stifled with the pounding of his heart. ‘Get up, you truant from hell’s fire, and fight like a man!’

He stumbled toward the Egyptian who lay sprawled on his back, his head bent forward at a seemingly impossible angle, a look of utter, shocked surprise upon his face.

‘Get up!’ he repeated, seizing the supine man’s throat. ‘Get on your feet and fight, or I’ll——’

Then he saw it. From the corner of the Egyptian’s mouth a little stream of blood welled, slackening and growing with each failing labored palpitation of his heart.

The fellow lay with his back pressed against the bottom of the broken chair, and the knife—his knife—that had pierced through the flimsy wood had struck deep in his back and pierced his lung when he fell on it.

Fullerton began to laugh. A ghastly laugh that rose and trilled and mounted like a shriek of sheer hysteria. ‘Caught in his own trap—taken in his own net—killed with his own knife!’ he almost screamed, and staggered, sagging to his knees with loss of blood and utter exhaustion.

 

The sounds of the world were coming back again, but slowly, softly, as from a great distance. He could hear the casual noises of street traffic, the hooting of a taxi’s horn, the rumble of a subway train as it slid into Clark Street station; far away the low, melodious belling of a Staten Island ferry’s whistle.

Somebody bent above him. Somebody bathed his bleeding lacerated cheeks with sweet cool water, someone cried until her tears fell like a benediction on his upturned face. ‘O Full-ah-tohn, my lord, my life, my only love!’ The syllables were thick with tears, but freighted with a very agony of adoration. ‘Arise, awake, my breath, my heart, my thrice-belovèd——’

‘You’re asking me to wake—as I did you, my dear?’ he answered weakly.

‘Oh, yes, belovèd, speak and tell me that you will not die——’

‘Helena!’

She bent above him tenderly. Her hair was on his forehead, her breath was cool and sweet against his cheek.

‘Yes, Full-ah-tohn?’

‘Will you—when I get well—will you marry me? I’m almost old enough to be your father, but—you’ve given me something to live for—you’ve——’

‘Hai!’ Her delighted exclamation interrupted his whispered avowal. ‘Thou old enough to be my sire, O Full-ah-tohn? Dost thou not realize I am a full thousand years thy elder?’

He was too weak to rise, but with her arm beneath his neck, her hands behind his head to guide it, and her lips to find his, he could kiss her.

And in that kiss there was the lighting of another hearth-fire, the hanging of another crane.








 





 

 

 

Glamour

 

 

 

THE WIND TRAMPED ROUND and round the fieldstone walls of the clubhouse, muttering and moaning; seemingly it maundered threats and wailed pleas alternately. Rain sweated on the recessed windows, glazing them with black opacity until the mullioned panes gave back distorted mirrorings of the gun-room, vague and indistinct as oil paintings smeared with a rag before they had a chance to dry. In the eight-foot fireplace beech and pine logs piled in alternating layers upon the hammered iron firedogs blazed a roaring holocaust and washed the freestone floor and adz-cut oaken beams of the ceiling with ruddy light. From the radio a bass voice bellowed lustily:

‘Then all of my days I’ll sing the praise 

Of brown October ale . . .’
 

Harrigan felt like a cat in a strange alley. Newly come to Washington as a member of the scientific staff of the Good Roads Bureau, he had permitted himself to be talked into joining the Izaak Walton Gun and Rod Club, being assured he would find some kindred spirits there. ‘None o’ your dam’ lily-fingered pen-pushers an’ desk-hoppers there,’ Jack Bellamy had told him. ‘They’re men like you an’ me, son. Two-fisted, hairy-chested sportsmen, capable o’ handlin’ liquor or an argument like gentlemen. Lawyers, bankers, doctors, scientists; not a Gov’ment clerk in a car-load of ’em.’

Used to outdoor life and with some experience with both rod and gun, Harrigan had risen eagerly to the bait, but already he began to have his doubts. The station wagon from the club had met him at Vienna Junction, depositing him on the clubhouse porch a little after five. Bellamy, whom he had expected to meet him, had not shown up; there was no one there he knew, and the members gathered in small cliques at dinner and in the gunroom afterward. No one but the white-jacketed colored waiter seemed aware of his existence, and he only when an upraised finger signaled orders for a fresh mug of old musty.

‘New feller here?’ The booming challenge at his elbow startled him. ‘Didn’t remember seein’ you before. My name’s Crumpacker, Judge Lucius Q. Crumpacker. What’s yours? Mind if I sit by you?’

The big man dropped into the vacant hickory chair between Harrigan and the fire-warmed hearth and beckoned to the waiter. ‘Double Scotch and soda, Jake,’ he ordered. ‘You know my brand—and no ice, remember. When I want ice-water with a little whisky in it I’ll tell you.’

He lit a cigar which seemed half a yard in length, blew a series of quick, angry smoke rings like the pompons of exploding shrapnel, and turned again to Harrigan, bushy eyebrows working up and down like agitated caterpillars.

‘Had a dev’lish mean experience this evenin’,’ he confided in a voice that sounded somehow like an angry mastiff’s growl. ‘Ordered off an old hag’s land. ’Pon my word, I was. We ought to run the old hadrian out o’ the county. She has no business here, ought to be in the poor-house, or jail. Devilish old virago.’ He worried at the end of his cigar until it flattened and unraveled like a frayed-out rope, then flung the ruin in the fire and lit another stogie. ‘Umph. Land wasn’t posted, either.’

‘But I thought all that was taken care of,’ ventured Harrigan as the silence lengthened. ‘I was told the club had made arrangements with the local land owners to let us shoot on their land for a stipulated yearly fee and a guarantee to reimburse them for any damages they might sustain.’

‘Right. Quite right. There is such an arrangement, and by its terms the yokels have a right to post their land whenever they get tired of takin’ money from us, but that old scold down by Gunpowder Creek refuses either to post her land or sign a contract with us. She’s got nothing but a weed-patch and a flock o’ moultin’ hens. You could ride a regiment o’ cavalry across her place, and all you’d trample would be goldenrod and ragweed, but the old she-devil won’t let one of us set foot across her line. She’s the last one of a family that settled here in 1635, and though there’s nothing but the cellar and chimneys of the old mansion left she still puts on the high and mighty air with us and treats us like a lot o’ trespassers and interlopers.

‘Her place adjoins the Spellman farm. Spellman’s glad enough to collect from us for the shootin’-rights, and I’d flushed a covey his side of the line. Must have been a dozen birds in it. I knocked down four of ’em and saw ’em take covert in the next field. That would be her briar-patch.

‘Maybe I had no business trespassin’, for after all we’ve no agreement with her, but she’d not posted signs, either. So Xerxes—that’s my wire-haired setter—and I just kept on goin’. We’d walked two-three hundred yards across her mangy patch o’ crab-grass when Xerxes started actin’ queerly. First he’d run around in circles, as if he had the scent o’ something; then he’d come lopin’ back to me with his tail down, and look up in my face with that peculiar questionin’ way dogs have, and when I’d tell him to go smell ’em out he’d run off for a little distance, then start circlin’ back again.

‘Then he did a thing no well-trained bird dog ever does, gave tongue and rushed at something. Sir, you could have knocked me over with a stalk o’ rye-straw. There he was, the best bird dog in seven counties, actin’ like a damned coon dog. I followed him and found him belly-down before a patch o’ briar bushes, barkin’ and whinin’ and growlin’, as if he didn’t quite know whether he was more frightened or angry.

‘I poked my gun into the bushes, for I thought perhaps he’d run a skunk to cover, though usually a polecat won’t give ground for man or devil. Well, sir, what d’ye think I saw?’ He paused rhetorically and drew a deep draught from the bubbling amber liquid in his glass; then, as Harrigan raised politely questioning brows:

‘A cat, sir. A dam’ old mangy green-eyed tabby cat crouchin’ in the heart o’ those blackberry vines and lookin’ poisoned darts and daggers at my dog. I hate cats like the Devil hates the Scriptures—thievin’, slinkin’, skulkin’ bird-killers! So I pushed the vines away still farther and bent down to get a better aim at it. I was goin’ to let the beast have both barrels, but—believe it or doubt me, sir, it faded out o’ sight!’

‘Cats are wonderfully agile,’ Harrigan agreed as Judge Crumpacker looked at him, obviously awaiting comment.

‘This one wasn’t,’ Crumpacker exploded. ‘This beast didn’t slink away. It vanished. One second it was there, lookin’ at us like a basilisk, and next moment there was nothin’ there, but——’

Again he paused to take refreshment from his now half-empty glass, and: ‘But just as that dam’ feline disappeared we heard a rustlin’ in the patch o’ briars to our left, and there, lookin’ twice as poisonous as any cat, was old Lucinda Lafferty.’

‘Lucinda Lafferty?’ echoed Harrigan. ‘You mean——’

‘Precisely, sir. She’s the old hag who owns that patch o’ worthless land. I don’t believe that she has half a dozen teeth in both her jaws, but she was fairly grindin’ those she had when we turned round and saw her, and if her eyes weren’t flashin’ fire I never saw the light o’ hell in human optics. And I’ve been on the bench for thirty years, passin’ sentence on the most desperate criminals ever brought to justice.’

‘So she threatened you with suit for trespass?’

‘Not she. She knew she’d never have a chance before a court or jury in this county. The country folk don’t bear with her kind round here. She cursed me.’

‘She swore at you?’

Judge Crumpacker was stout, gray-haired, and ruddy-faced. In his red-suede waistcoat and tan flannel shirt, with corduroy trousers thrust into high-topped boots, he looked the perfect picture of a Georgian innkeeper from a Jeffery Farnol novel, or, perhaps, a Regency three-bottle man. Harrigan had a momentary, slightly comic mental picture of a slattern farm-shrew pouring billingsgate upon him. But the other’s answer swept the vision away.

‘I said exactly what I meant. She cursed me. Aimed a skinny finger at me and called down maledictions on my head. It may be that her lack of teeth prevented her articulatin’ clearly, but it seemed as if she interjected words in heathen gibberish between the English as she cursed me.

‘Xerxes was absolutely terrified. I’ve had that dog for five years, raised and trained him from a pup, and I never saw him lower his tail for anything before, not even when he ran across a rattlesnake or bobcat, but today his spirit seemed to fail him utterly, and he whined and put his tail between his legs and shrank against me like a mongrel cur. I tell you, sir, it almost made me believe what they say about that devilish old hadrian—the way she looked at us, the threats she made, the uncouth jargon that she spewed at us—Jake!’ He crooked his finger to the attendant. ‘Another of the same, and see you put some whisky in it this time. What say? What do they say about her?’ he turned back to Harrigan. ‘Why, damme, sir, they say that she’s a witch!’

Harrigan had difficulty keeping a straight face. Abetted by the potent Scotch, galled by the memory of his wounded amour-propre, the dignified old gentleman was working himself into a towering passion. ‘A witch?’ Harrigan repeated. ‘How’s that, sir?’

‘A witch,’ Judge Crumpacker reiterated. ‘Precisely, sir; a witch. Judge Petterson dismissed a case against her only last term of court when a neighbor sued her on a charge of malicious mischief, alleging that she’d caused his pigs to die by overlooking them. The pigs were dead, there was no doubt about that. Apparently a herd of forty fine swine were dead of poison, but the veterinary who examined them could find no trace of any known hogbane, and they couldn’t prove that old Lucinda had access to the pens. Indeed, the testimony was that she had never been upon her neighbor’s land, but merely stood out in the road before his house and called a ban down on the swine for rooting in her garden several days before. There’s no doubt about her malice, but the statutes of this state ignore the possibility of witchcraft, so she had to be discharged. There’s not a Negro in the county who will pass her place at night, and most of the white folks prefer going around the other way after dark. If she’d lived two hundred years ago she’d have been hanged long before this, or sold as a slave in Barbados or Jamaica.’

Absent-mindedly he reached for his glass, found none, and raised a querulous complaint:

‘Jake, confound you, where’s my drink?’

‘’Scuse me, Jedge y’honor, suh,’ the servitor appeared around the corner of the bar, his face a study in embarrassment and latent fear, ‘Ah didn’t mean ter be slow erbout fetchin’ yuh yo’ licker, but Joseph jest now called me to de kennels, suh, an’ tole me ter tell yuh—what Ah means, suh, is——’

‘Yes?’ The red in Judge Crumpacker’s ruddy cheeks grew almost magenta. ‘What the devil are you drivin’ at?’

‘Jedge, y’honor, suh, hit’s erbout you’ dawg, suh, please; he’s done gone an’——’

‘What’s he done? I saw him locked up in the kennel myself, and saw that he had food and water. He’s not hungry, and he never goes out foraging. Don’t tell me that he’s gotten loose and stolen something from the kitchen——’

‘Oh, no, suh. He ain’t stole nothin’, Jedge y’honor, suh. He’s daid!’

‘What?’ The question snapped as sharply as a whip. ‘How?’

‘Pizened, Jedge y’honor, suh.’ The Negro swallowed hard and nodded solemnly. His eyes appeared to be all whites. ‘Ah heerd as how yuh an’ him wuz on ole Mis’ Lucindy’s place this evenin’——’

‘Come on—out o’ my way!’ the judge burst in, and, Harrigan and Jake behind him, stamped out to the long shed behind the clubhouse where members’ dogs were quartered.

 

Jake had not been guilty of an overstatement. The pointer, a big, rangy dog, lay on its side, legs stiff, lips curled back and foam-flecked, eyes bulging almost from their sockets. Its sides and stomach were distended till the skin was stretched like drum-parchment about them.

‘I left him less than half an hour ago,’ Crumpacker almost sobbed. ‘He was well and healthy then, just finishing his dinner. Poor old Xerxes—poor old pal!’

‘He might have picked up something in the fields this afternoon,’ soothed Harrigan. ‘Dogs often——’

‘Not this one, sir,’ Crumpacker thundered. ‘I’ve had my eye on him all day. He’s eaten nothing but the food I gave him, and I brought that up with me—ha!’

‘What is it, sir?’ asked Harrigan, but even as he asked he knew the answer. There was a feeling of malaise about him, a sort of prickling of the short hairs on his neck, and a chilly, eerie feeling, as of horripilation, on his forearms.

‘That infernal old Lucinda Lafferty—that devilish old witch. This is her doing! She killed my poor dog just as she killed her neighbor’s swine, by witchcraft. She got away with it that time; Petterson dismissed the case against her, but this time she has me to deal with. I’ll track her down and brand her for the foul sorceress she is or die in the attempt. By Gad, I will, sir!’

It might have been a foraging crow disturbed in his foray in the clubhouse kitchen yard, or routed by their voices from the shelter he had taken in the kennel shed. Whatever it was, there came a sudden flapping of strong wings against the shadows, and a hoarse, derisive croak of laughter as something took flight from the overhanging roof into the soot-black darkness of the rain-drenched night.

 

Morning came with bright, cool air and sunlight sparkling on wet trees and grass. Harrigan was among the first at breakfast, but early as he was he found Judge Crumpacker finishing his ham and eggs as he came in the breakfast room. Apparently the judge had not had a good night, for his face was lined and puffy and there was a sort of gray, unhealthy pallor underneath his ruddiness. The contrast reminded Harrigan of rouge smeared on a corpse. The old man’s eyes were swollen, too. If he had been a woman Harrigan would have thought he had been crying.

‘Mornin’,’ rumbled Crumpacker, nodding as he looked up from his plate. ‘Ready to go with me?’ He filled a tumbler a third full of whisky from the bottle at his elbow, and drained it at a gulp. ‘I want somebody with me when I have a showdown with that old hag.’ His hand was just a thought unsteady as he replenished his glass. Some of the whisky slopped across the rim and settled in a little puddle on the polished table.

Harrigan was on the point of refusing. He had come up here to shoot, not to listen to the maunderings of a bibulous old gaffer. Then, abruptly, ‘Yes, sir, of course,’ he returned. The choleric old judge had worked himself into a state of sustained, choking anger, he was roweled by a spur of rage and hate, and in the last three minutes he had drunk enough neat liquor to fuddle anyone. It would be inviting murder to permit him to accost a poor old woman by himself in this condition.

They walked along the surfaced road until they reached the Spellman farm, then cut across a wide brown field set with long rows of corn-shocks like the tepees of an Indian encampment, and jeweled with plump golden pumpkins.

‘Ought to be some rabbits here,’ the judge remarked. ‘Little devils like to hang around the shocks—here, Xerxes, smell ’em out boy—oh!’ The exclamation was almost a wail, the mourning of a man for his old hunting-comrade, and the look that followed it was grim and hard and merciless as a bared knife.

The rail fence separating Spellman’s farm from the next land was ruinous, overgrown with creepers, fallen almost away in some places. The field beyond was a fitting complement. Turf which had not felt a plow in twenty years gave way to bramble patches, and these in turn were choked by rank growths of ragweed, goldenrod, and burdock. Devil’s-pitchfork bushes grew waist high, and the barbed seed-stalks clung to their trousers like a swarm of parasites as they pushed through them.

Beyond the orchard lot of gnarled and dying apple trees they found the owner’s shack, a single-story, two-room structure of unpainted clapboards stained a leprous gray by long exposure to the weather. The door sagged drunkenly on rusted, broken hinges; several of the window-lights were broken and the holes were stuffed with wadded burlap sacking. The two planks of the stoop were warped until their edges curled up like old boot-soles, and water from the rain of last night gathered in their concavities. The kitchen yard was littered with tin cans, discarded, broken pots and dishes, scraps of rag, a rotting mattress, and a broken, rust-eaten bed spring. Stark as a skeleton of the dead past, two ivy-smothered, moss-grown chimneys reared their broken tops from crumbling foundations and a cellar overgrown with sumac, all that remained of the once-noble mansion whither Washington and Jefferson had come as guests and General Lee and Stonewall Jackson had been entertained. Fire, neglect, and ruthless time had laid it in the dust as low as Nineveh and Tyre. The bloodless hand of utter, abject poverty lay on everything, and yet there was a brooding, threatening quality of silence there. Almost, it seemed to Harrigan, the place was waiting. . . . What it waited for he had no idea, but that it was something violent, tragic, and abrupt he was sure.

Crumpacker strode through the rubble littering the yard and beat upon the weather-blasted door with his gun-butt. The rotting panels sagged and shivered at the impact, and a hollow, vibrant booming echoed through the empty shack. Otherwise there was no answer.

‘By Gad, I’ll stand here hammerin’ till the old crone comes, or knock her devilish door in!’ Crumpacker declared, but Harrigan broke in with a relieved laugh.

‘No use, Judge; can’t you see the door’s closed with a hasp and padlock, and the lock’s been fastened on the outside? Whoever lives here has gone out and locked the door behind—good Lord!’

Around the rusted, tangled wire of the hen-coop had come a great dog, almost large as a mastiff, but heavy-furred, like a collie or shepherd. Obviously, half a dozen breeds or more combined to make its lineage; just as obviously it combined the worst features of each. Mange had eaten at its pelt until it showed bald patches of blue hide between the matted, flea-infested hair; its tail was stubby as a terrier’s; its paws were disproportionately large and armed with long, cruel, curving claws which might almost have been a bear’s; its eyes were small and deeply pitted in its wide face, rheumy with distemper, and its mouth combined the wideness of the bulldog’s with the heavy-toothed long jaw of the Alaskan husky. It made no sound, but stood there snarling silently, black lips curled back in a ferocious grin, long, yellowed fangs exposed, and a look of absolutely devilish malevolence in its sunken eyes.

‘Ha?’ Crumpacker turned at Harrigan’s ejaculation. ‘Hers, of course. Like mistress like dog, eh what?’ He brought his gun up slowly, cradling the barrels in the crook of his left arm as he snapped back the hammers with his right thumb. ‘Maybe she loves the lousy beast. I hope so. Let’s see how she’ll like seein’ it dead——’

The brute glared at him balefully, and showed no sign of fear as he raised the gun to take deliberate aim, but Harrigan jumped forward. ‘No, Judge, no!’ he shouted. ‘Your quarrel is with her, not with this poor brute. It hadn’t anything to do with Xerxes’ death——’

Crumpacker’s jaw set truculently. For the first time Harrigan saw all the latent, vengeful cruelty which the usually jovial ruddy countenance concealed. These were the features of a ‘hanging judge’, a man who found a grim pleasure in sentencing other men to die.

‘Her quarrel was with me, not my dog,’ he answered harshly. ‘I’m goin’ to blow that ugly beast to hell. Stand aside, sir.’

The roar of both barrels discharged in quick succession was like the bellow of a field gun, and Harrigan fell stumbling back, shocked, blinded, all but deafened by the blaze of fire and detonation of the discharge, but in the instant Judge Crumpacker fired he had thrust his hand out, driving up the shotgun muzzle and sending the charge through the overhanging branches of a sassafras tree. As the shot went whistling and crashing through the brilliant red and green leaves the big dog turned and trotted around the corner of the house, moving, for all its size, with cat-like quietness.

Crumpacker glared at Harrigan. Bitter, rageful hatred smoldered in his eyes, making the brown pupils glow like tarnished garnets. ‘Damme, sir, men have been shot for less impertinence!’ he burst out. Then, seeming to cool as suddenly as he had blazed, ‘Never mind; perhaps you’re right, lad. My quarrel’s with the old woman, not her dog. I reckon anger made me childish for a moment.’ He shook his heavy shoulders in disgust. ‘Come on, let’s leave this filthy hole.’

They recrossed Spellman’s well-kept land and came out on the highroad just as a small roadster swung around the bend. 

‘Good morning, Judge; good morning, sir,’ the driver called as he brought his car to a halt. ‘Give you a lift back to the club?’

‘Yes, thank you, we’d appreciate it, Doctor,’ Crumpacker answered as he introduced Harrigan.

Dr Clancy was a man in early middle life, somewhere between forty-five and fifty, Harrigan surmised, smooth-skinned, clean-shaven, with a youthfulness and vigor which denied the nests of little wrinkles at the corners of his eyes and the streak of white that ran with startling contrast through his smoothly brushed black hair. His eyes were blue and kind and very knowing—‘true Irish eyes’ thought Harrigan—but there was an indefinable something about him which was puzzling. Men without women—priests, explorers, sailors, some soldiers—bear the mark of their denial stamped on them. Dr Clancy seemed to have it. He would have seemed more properly attired in a Roman collar and black cassock vest, rather than the corduroys and flannel shirt he wore. The little satchel on the seat beside him seemed more like a small suitcase than a medicine kit, too, but . . .

He broke his idle speculations off, for Judge Crumpacker had been pouring out the story of his grievances to Dr Clancy, not omitting his suspicions of witchcraft, and Dr Clancy was not laughing. ‘Because the law does not admit a thing is no reason for denying its existence,’ he was saying. ‘Lee Deforest was threatened with prosecution for fraud when he introduced the ionic current detector for radio, and there are many people who remember when the Patent Office refused to consider applications for heavier than air flying-machines, just as it rejects claims for perpetual motion devices today. The Lafferty family’s history is not good. The founder of the local branch was prosecuted twice for cruelty to his Negroes, and finally deported from the colony on a charge of trafficking with Satan. An ancestress of theirs was burned as a witch in England in the reign of James I. Miss Lucinda was a noted beauty in her day, but though she had three romances none of them was ever consummated. All three engagements were broken, and all three lovers died shortly after their estrangement—each in exactly the manner she had foretold.’

Harrigan laughed. ‘You think that she’s a witch, too? Perhaps the cat the Judge saw yesterday was really Miss Lucinda——’ The seriousness of the other’s face halted him.

‘The Lord forbid that I make any accusations of that kind lightly,’ Dr Clancy answered, ‘but if we admit for the sake of argument that she has the power of witchcraft she might have been the cat, or even the strange mongrel that you saw today.’

‘Lycanthropy?’ laughed Harrigan incredulously. ‘You mean you really think that there are people who can change to bestial form at will—in the twentieth century?’

Dr Clancy drew his brows down in a thoughtful frown. ‘No, I wouldn’t quite say that,’ he returned. ‘It might be due to what the mediaeval churchmen called glamour, the power to mislead the beholder. The line between witchcraft and magic, and that between magic and the prestidigitator’s mumbo-jumbo, is far from sharply drawn. Every mythology tells of fairy gifts—chests of jewels or money which the recipient gloats over at night, and finds nothing but withered leaves or worthless stones next morning. That’s silly, childish superstition, you say. Perhaps. But what about the Indian jugglers’ rope trick? Hundreds of credible witnesses testify to having seen a rope thrown up into the air and apparently hanging there on nothing, but so securely fastened that a man could climb it. Yet on one or two occasions when motion pictures have been surreptitiously taken of the trick the films showed nothing happening——’

‘I get it,’ Harrigan broke in. ‘Fakery. Mass, or at least multiple, hypnotism.’

Dr Clancy nodded assent. ‘Whichever you prefer to call it. Magic, mesmerism, hypnotism. Terminology varies with the times, but facts remain the same. These things were understood in the East long before Mesmer introduced his theory of animal magnetism. Probably much longer than we suspect in the West, too. However, that’s unimportant, really. The fact is that if it’s possible for a Hindoo fakir to make people think they see a rope suspended from infinity it’s quite as possible for someone in the West to make a person think he’s looking at a cat when none is there, or at a dog when he is really looking at a woman. You know how Sir Walter Scott puts it:

“It had much of glamour might


To make a lady seem a knight.”

 

‘Glamour—or hypnotism, if you prefer a modern scientific term—might quite as easily make an ugly old woman appear to be a dog or cat.’

‘But d’ye think Judge Crumpacker’s dog could have been hypnotized into thinking that he saw a witch-cat?’ Harrigan persisted.

‘Or made to die, apparently from poison, through the power of suggestion?’ added Crumpacker.

‘I don’t think anything,’ responded Dr Clancy. ‘I’m only guessing, and taking the most charitable view. I’d rather think that old Lucinda Lafferty possesses hypnotic power and uses it to gratify her malice—for she is a malicious, vindictive old woman, according to all accounts—than believe she’s entered into a pact with the Devil and signed away her soul.’

He brought the car to a stop by the clubhouse porch in a long skid and leaped out with his little satchel.

‘See you in a little while,’ he called across his shoulder. ‘Give me time to take a shower and get some breakfast.’

 

The western sky was burnished rose-gold and bluish-pink, smoke rose in tall straight geysers from the chimneys, and the windows of the sparsely scattered houses reflected the last rays of sunset. Blue haze hung in the valleys, softening the burning reds and golds of autumn leaves, but on the rounded backs of the mountains the trees were blatant, flaunting flame-hued oranges and garnets.

Harrigan drew a deep lungful of the limpid evening air, glanced at his wrist-watch, and set out along the highway toward the clubhouse. His afternoon had been successful. He had managed to avoid Judge Crumpacker and, on his own, had ranged the fields clear to the river, bagging four fat rabbits and half a dozen quail. Now he was pleasantly tired, wolf-hungry, and completely lost. How far he’d come he had no accurate idea, he knew only vaguely which direction to take for the club. The soft blue dusk of evening crept across the sky, the moon showed a thin crescent, and a few bright stars began to twinkle.

‘The Lafferty farm must be about here,’ he told himself as he trudged past a hedge of clipped hornbeam. ‘Too bad it’s posted. I could cut across the meadow to the Spellman place and—hullo?’ He started with an exclamation of dismay as a great raindrop struck him in the face.

He glanced up wonderingly at the sky. Five minutes earlier it had been dead calm and crystal clear, but now it was black as an inverted kettle, and the rain fell with a frantic fury, while a sudden wind whined like an animal in pain. He bent his head against the buffeting blast and stinging drops, turned up the collar of his shooting-coat, and plodded on. ‘If I can make the Spellman place before I’m soaked through,’ he began, then, in spite of his discomfort, stopped stock-still in amazement. Through the waving branches of the birch-tree hedge a light shone with a steady invitation.

‘It can’t be old Miss Lucinda’s shack,’ he reasoned. ‘That lies too low to be seen from the road. H’m; seems to me that would be just about the point the ruined mansion stands, but—pshaw! I’m confused by the storm. I’ve never been this far along the highway. Of course, there’s a house there.’

He swung along the surfaced roadway, found a gate pierced in the hedge, and started up the avenue of honey locusts, chuckling at his luck. ‘Eddie, my boy, don’t look a gift-house in the door,’ he advised. ‘If the Devil offers shelter on a night like this you’d better thank him kindly and accept it. Perhaps there isn’t really any Devil. It’s a dead sure thing pneumonia’s no myth.’

The house was larger than he’d thought, and older. Of red brick, built in Georgian style, it had tall windows, a deep, roofless porch with fluted white balustrade, and a cobweb fanlight above its wide front door. Through the transom shone a cheery glow of welcome, lamplight filtered through the curtained windows, mocking at the stormy blackness outside. This was no farmhouse, but the home of ‘quality’ he realized as he drew the silver knocker back and struck a loud alarum on the door.

Shuffling footsteps sounded as he repeated his summons; the white-enameled door swung back and an aged Negro smiled at him from amiable near-sighted eyes through the pebbles of a pair of gold-bowed spectacles. He wore a black dress coat with broad bright silver buttons, a tucked and frill-edged linen shirt, and an antique black silk stock bound round his neck.

‘Good evenin’, suh,’ he greeted. ‘We’s jes’ settin’ down ter dinnah, an’ Mis’ Lafferty’s supremely proud an’ happy to receive yuh.’

Harrigan started. This cordial greeting, as if he were expected . . . ‘Mis’ Lafferty . . .?’ A sudden gust of wind shattered the canopy of branches hanging by the porch and drove a chilling downpour on his neck. ‘Thank you,’ he answered, and stepped across the threshold.

Candles set in mirrored sconces stained the shadows of the wide hall with faint orange glows which faded out along the polished floor, but as he crossed the corridor behind the dusky major-domo Harrigan had glimpses of old waxed mahogany, carpets from Shiraz and Hamadan, blurred portraits in deep gilded frames, and the upward graceful sweep of a wide balustraded staircase.

She rose to greet him as he stepped into the dining-room, and as definitely as if he had been listening to its rhythm, he felt his heart skip a beat. Between them stretched the long polished mahogany table with its sparkling crystal and bright-gleaming silver under the soft light of candelabra, but the opulence of Georgian silver and the blurred mulberry tones of old china were forgotten as he saw her. Tall, slender, exquisite she was in a dinner dress of blue brocade lamé with silver shoulder straps, with lovely, slightly slanting, brooding eyes, and lips that slashed across the pearl-pale whiteness of her face like spilled fresh blood. Her hair was so pale that he could not tell if it were white or silver-blonde, and she wore it swept up from the temples and the neck with waves of little curls massed high upon her head. A wide bracelet of white gold or platinum set with emeralds and rubies circled her left arm above the elbow; a string of matched pearls hung about her throat, and the creamy skin beneath was almost the exact color of the pearls.

‘I—I’m sorry to intrude,’ he began huskily, unable to take his gaze from the vision outlined by the candle-glow, ‘but I was overtaken by the storm, and——’

‘Oh, I’m glad you came!’ she interrupted with a soft, enticing laugh. ‘It’s lonesome here, especially when it rains. You’re from the club? Harrigan, I think Elijah said your name is? I’m Lucinda Lafferty.’

He blinked at her in utter, stark amazement. ‘I beg your pardon, did I understand your name is——’

Her laugh, deep-pitched, a little husky, began in a soft chuckle that ended in a gay, infectious peal. ‘I know what you’re thinking—that poor old woman down the road. Yes, we have the same name, and she’s everlastingly receiving my mail. Only the other day she came here, almost burning up with rage, and threatened dreadful things—said she’d put a curse on me unless I either moved away or changed my name. She’s really quite harmless, poor old creature, but they say she has an evil reputation. The country people, white as well as colored, firmly believe she’s a witch. Imagine that in this century!’

Served by the velvet-footed old butler, they ate clear golden consommé spiced with a dash of lemon juice and Angostura bitters, bass fried to saddle-brown in country butter, roast wild duck gamed to perfection and served with stewed green celery tops and mint-quince jelly, and spoon bread yellow as the sweet butter which melted on it.

Lucinda barely touched her glass, but Harrigan showed due appreciation for the vintage burgundy with which the butler kept his crystal goblet filled, and as he ate and drank his admiration for his hostess grew.

After dinner they sat in the drawing-room before the fire, and while she poured coffee from a Georgian silver pot in eggshell Sèvres cups and brandy from a cobwebbed bottle into bubble-thin inhalers he looked at her as Abelard might first have looked at Héloïse or Aucassin at Nicolette.

She was a brilliant conversationalist, seeming to divine his thought before he put it into words, and following his verbal lead as a skilled dancer responds to her partner’s lightest touch. She knew and loved the things he knew and loved—the bookstalls by the Seine, the pastry cooks’ stands on the Ile de France, sunrise over the Grand Canyon, the flower market by St Paul’s in London, twilight on Fifth Avenue with lights beginning to appear in a soft veil of dusk.

But more than her quick sympathetic understanding and the wit and culture that her talk displayed, more than the beauty of her slim exquisite figure with its long and tapering arms and legs, flat back, firm, pointed breasts, and head set gracefully upon a round full throat; more, even than the beauty of her exquisite pale-ivory face with its vivid scarlet mouth and long moss-agate eyes, he found her voice compelling. It was deep-pitched, velvety, with that peculiar throaty quality one sometimes hears in southern countries, and its husky, bell-like timbre seemed to strike vibrations from the very keynote of his being. When, discussing poetry, she took down a slim vellum volume and read from a Persian songster dead for a long thousand years:

‘O my belovèd,


O thou pearl among women,


If all other women in the world


Were gathered in one corner of the East


And thou alone in the dim West,


I should surely come to thee,


Even wert thou hidden


In the deepest forest


Or on the highest mountain top,


O my belovèd.’

 

he felt tears of something close akin to adoration welling in his eyes.

The storm had stopped and the silver boat of the moon’s crescent rode a sky-turf tremulous with clouds when he left her. Her face was like jasmine blossom in the argent light as she bade him goodnight on the porch. ‘May I see you again soon, please?’ he besought as she laid her rosy-tipped, small hand in his. ‘Tomorrow—in the morning?’

‘Not in the morning, Edward’—they had come to first names already—she denied. ‘Tomorrow night, if there’s a moon, you may come to me, but I’m a different person in the day—I mean I like to lie abed till late,’ she added as he stared at her in bewilderment.

Acting on impulse, he raised her hand to his lips, and when she accepted the homage as if she had been used to it since infancy, he felt absurdly happy . . . grateful for her understanding acquiescence.

 

Rain dripped from the locust trees that hemmed the avenue which led down to the highway; great drops fell splashing from the wayside branches as he walked along the road, but before he’d gone a hundred yards he found himself treading in dust.

‘Great Scott, I’ll have to kick the door down to get in!’ he exclaimed as he looked at his wrist-watch. ‘Half-past one. It didn’t seem as if I’d been with Lucinda more than an hour.’ Suddenly he was hungry, famished. Despite the hearty dinner he had eaten he was as ravenous as though he’d tasted nothing since breakfast.

The clubhouse was ablaze with lights, and in the gunroom were gathered knots of members, talking in the hushed tones people use in church or at a funeral. ‘What’s up?’ he asked. ‘Somebody ill?’

‘Not now,’ Dr Clancy answered soberly. ‘It’s Judge Crumpacker. He’s dead.’

‘Dead? Good heavens——’

‘I don’t believe that heaven had a part in this,’ replied Clancy. ‘He died in frightful agony, sweating blood like a hemophiliac.’

‘Sweating blood? What caused it?’

Clancy’s gaze was level and uncompromising as a pointed bayonet. ‘You remember hearing of his encounter with Lucinda Lafferty yesterday? Did he tell you that she cursed him?’

‘Yes, but he wasn’t specific, merely said——’

‘I went to him when Mr Marsten heard him groaning in his room,’ broke in the other.

‘He was sinking fast, but trying to say something. I bent over him and heard him whisper, “She said I’d die this way; my joints would stiffen and my eyes go blind, and I’d die in bloody sweat.” His knees and elbows were as stiff as if he had been frozen when I found him, and every toe and finger was as rigid as if it were cast iron. When I held a light before his eyes he couldn’t tell the difference.’

 

All night he dreamed of her. Sometimes she put soft hands against his cheeks; when she spoke to him the vibrant bell-tones of her voice thrilled through him till they struck responsive echoes from the smallest cell and fiber of his being. Once she leant above him and kissed him, and at the contact of her satin lips with his he felt his very spirit melt in him with longing and desire.

Troubled and unrested, he rose early and despite her refusal to see him till the evening set out for her house. This was a new experience for him. In all his thirty years he had met no woman with whom he would care to link his life; now, as he walked across the frost-jeweled fields he knew that whether for an hour or a lifetime he was hers without reserve or withholding. It was almost like an ecstasy, this strangely mingled sense of exaltation and abasement; such a love was epic, like that of Hero and Leander, Pyramus and Thisbe, or Romeo and Juliet . . . too wonderful, too marvelous to have come to any prosaic scientist like him . . . yet there it was. The vision of her pale, exquisite face seemed outlined in the bank of fleecy cirrus cloud that burned with rose reflection of the morning sun. A snatch from an old song, rescued from oblivion by radio, came unbidden to his lips:

‘I dream of you all the day long,


You run through the hours like a song, My dearie.’

 

He crossed the Spellman field and then vaulted the snake fence that bordered old Lucinda Lafferty’s poor land. The house of his beloved, the other, the beautiful Lucinda, must lie beyond the weed-grown orchard and the ruined mansion of the farm.

Now he was in the old crone’s apple grove, and the gnarled boughs and bent boles of her trees rose round him like menacing figures in a Doré engraving. Strangely, too, the trees, bereft of leaves, shed far more shadow than he had thought possible. The sun seemed banked behind a rack of sudden storm clouds; the air was permeated with an unreal, brassy twilight, confusing, threatening. Perhaps it was the odor of the rotting windfalls on the leaf-mold round the twisted roots of the old trees, he could not say, but the very atmosphere of the place had a damp, dank chilliness. It smelled a little like the brackish water round the rotting piles of old wharves; there was something in it that made breathing difficult. A low-swinging branch knocked off his corduroy cap; as he leant to pick it up a limber twig snapped back and struck him on the cheek, not as if it were an accident, but viciously and purposefully.

He jerked his cap down low above his eyes and instantly another bough caught it and seemed to fling it off.

Something rustled in the undergrowth and flickered across his path. A squirrel? A rabbit? Possibly a cat, he could not be sure, but somehow it did not seem frightened; rather, it seemed to him, it was merely shifting position as if to get a better view of what was happening.

There came a sudden pattering. At first he thought it falling leaves, but there were few leaves on the withered boughs, and the pit-pat-patter grew into a steady rhythm, the beating of small feet, scores, hundreds of them, on the frost-dried leaves. Were they coming from the rear or in front? Or from the sides? It seemed at first as if they came from one direction, then another, finally from all around. Then something else cut straight across his path, and this time there could be no doubt. It was a rabbit running with the speed of panic, and as it passed him it seemed saying, ‘Get out of here, you fool—get out before it is too late!’

Now there seemed a little wind . . . no, it was no wind, it was a chorus of shrill, piping laughs, soft as chirping insects’ cries, but spiteful and malicious as the cachinnation of a horde of mocking fiends. He took a running step forward, and brought up sharply with a startled grunt of pain. He had run full-tilt into a tree trunk—and he could have sworn there was no tree there. Turning, he plunged to the right. This time there was no mistake. The tree sprang into his path to stop him. It happened quicker than a wink, faster than the flicker of a bacillus beneath the eyepiece of a microscope, but he saw it! The way was open when he leaped; then it was blocked by a tree trunk, and he was lying flat upon his back, the wind knocked out of him, his hat gone one way and his gun another, and round about him, from the earth and trees and air, the high, thin, cachinnating screams of rancorous laughter sounded in his ears.

He rose and blundered on again, saw bright sunlight showing at the end of a short vista, and made for it in stumbling haste. Now he was at the orchard’s edge; in ten yards he would be clear of it. He set his teeth and drew a deep breath, put his head down, and sprinted.

The blow was like the hammering of a loaded bludgeon. Whether it were falling limb or shifting tree trunk he could not be sure. He knew only that something struck him on the head with devastating force, that a brilliant blue-white light flashed in his eyes, and that he tripped sprawling down into black oblivion.

 

The sun had sunk almost below the hog-backed ridge that broke the western horizon, and little feathers of dusk were drifting through the autumn leaves when he awoke to find Dr Clancy standing above him. ‘Hullo,’ he greeted as he rose and felt his head with tentative, exploring fingers, ‘I must have slept here since morning——’

The half-jocular, half-embarrassed words died still-born on his lips as he looked into the other’s face. ‘What’s wrong?’ he ended lamely.

Dr Clancy’s steady gaze bored into his. ‘That’s what I’d like to know,’ he answered in a toneless flat voice. ‘I’ve been looking for you since this morning, and only just found you.’ Then, irrelevantly: ‘Where were you last night?’

A quick flush of resentment burned in Harrigan’s cheeks. Who the deuce did Clancy think he was, putting him on the witness stand this way? ‘Why?’ he jerked back. ‘What difference does it make?’

‘It may make much. I sat with Judge Crumpacker’s body last night, waiting for the coroner. It seemed unchristian to leave him alone, and sometime after three o’clock this morning I heard moans in your room. You’d been with him the day before; if he’d died from some strange infection—though I don’t believe he did—you might have been stricken too. So I went to you.

‘You were crying in your sleep, like a homesick lad, but when I bent above you I distinguished words between your sobs.’ He paused a moment; then: ‘I’m used to confidences; this won’t go any farther, but’—his blue eyes fairly seemed to blaze as they burned into Harrigan’s—‘you were begging someone named Lucinda to have pity on you, to let you touch her, kiss her, even if it were only her dress-hem or her shoes; pleading with her to accept you as her slave. Where—were—you—last—night—Edward Harrigan?’

Sullenly at first, then defiantly, finally with the ardor of a lover talking of his mistress, Harrigan retailed his night’s adventure. When he told of the tempestuous rainstorm that drove him to seek shelter at the mansion Dr Clancy crossed himself, muttering something in quick Latin which he could not catch, but which ended with per Deum Patrem omnipotentem.

‘It’s odd that lovely girl should have the same name as the old wi—the old woman,’ Harrigan concluded. ‘She tells me that they’re constantly mistaken for each other by——’

‘I don’t doubt it,’ Clancy broke in; then, abruptly, ‘I don’t suppose there’s any hope of dissuading you from visiting her tonight?’

‘Not the slightest,’ Harrigan replied. ‘I’m going to see her tonight, and tomorrow night, and every night she’ll see me. If she’ll have me, I’m going to marry her.’

Dr Clancy’s hard gaze softened for a moment. ‘Would you care to tell me how you came here—under these trees?’ he asked.

‘I wouldn’t,’ Harrigan snapped.

‘I thought not,’ Clancy nodded understandingly. ‘Well, if you’re set on seeing her, you’re set on it, my boy. I’ve had enough experience to know that one can’t argue when a man’s in love.’

He had no difficulty finding the house now. Clear and sharply defined against the moon-brightened sky its chimneys rose to guide him like a landmark as he hurried down the highroad. Odd that he hadn’t seen them in the morning. True, he’d approached from a different angle and his view had been obscured by the old apple trees . . . those trees! He laughed in recollection of his fight with them. Of course, he’d suffered an attack of vertigo. That was the answer. Up too late the night before, dream-troubled sleep, the shock of Judge Crumpacker’s death. . . . Never mind all that, he was going to Lucinda; he’d be with her in five minutes . . . his pulses quickened at the thought.

She was sitting on the couch before the fireplace in the drawing-room as the butler Elijah announced him. The crackling fire put faint rose tints in her ivory skin, darkened the green in her long eyes.

‘Edward!’ Lightly as a tuft of breeze-blown thistledown she rose to her feet and held out soft bare arms in greeting. Once again he went completely breathless at the sight of her. Tall, graceful, altogether lovely she was, a being from another world, a sprite released from dark enchantment. Her coral-colored sleeveless gown was cut low and belted tightly at her slim waist with a corded silver girdle; her silver-shining hair was piled in clustering little curls upon her head. She wore little silver sandals on her bare feet, and the scent of gardenia mingled with an overtone of sandalwood that wafted to him from her mounted to his brain as if it were a potent drug from Araby or far Cathay.

Was she young, mature, or ageless? It was as impossible to estimate her age as it would be to determine how old a statue is. A marble by Praxiteles or a bronze cast by Cellini is as young today—or in five hundred years—as when it left the master’s hands. His eager, ravenous gaze took in the grace of her slim throat, the lovely contours of her outstretched arms, the softly glowing green lights in her half-closed eyes. Here was enchantment old as magic, potent as immortal beauty’s self—and she was holding out her gracious hands, filled with the offer of her matchless loveliness, to him! He felt himself grow weak with longing. His heart beat with a hurrying, frenzied rhythm, like a madman on a drum, then seemed to stop entirely.

She moved across the room so lightly, so effortlessly, and so silently it seemed that she was wafted by an unfelt breeze. She flowed toward him until he felt her breath upon his cheeks and the perfume of her silver-glowing hair in his nostrils. Then swiftly, hungrily, she kissed him. The flame of her raced in his blood like wildfire in a pine wood and crashed against his brain like an explosion. He swayed drunkenly, reaching out unsteady hands.

But she slipped back before his questing fingers found her. ‘You love me, don’t you, Edward?’ she asked, and it seemed to him amusement flickered in her green eyes. ‘You love me very, very much?’ She drawled the question in her husky, bell-toned voice, and the magic of its timbre seemed to set his nerves aquiver, like tauted violin strings.

His breath rasped in his throat. ‘Love you?’ he echoed hoarsely. ‘More than anything on earth——’

‘Or in the heavens above, or waters underneath?’ she supplied, and an acid mockery seemed to underlie her words.

‘Or in the heavens above or waters underneath,’ he repeated like a formula.

‘You want me to be yours, and you’d be mine forever—to the end of time, and beyond?’

He found no words to answer her; a gasp was all he could achieve, but with his tortured spirit looking from his eyes he nodded.

‘Then place your hand upon my heart while I put mine on yours, and swear’—she took his hand in hers and held it to her bosom, and he felt the rondure of her breast beneath his fingers as she laid her free hand on his chest—‘swear without reservation or withholding that as it is with me so it shall be with you; whom I serve you will serve, where I worship you will worship——’

Dimly, like a voice heard in a dream, or from a great distance, the command came to him. ‘Breathe on her, Edward Harrigan; breathe on her in the name of God!’

She drew away from him and raised her lovely arms as if in evocation. Her lips were redder than blood, and lights like green lightning-flashes flickered in her eyes. 

‘No!’ she forbade, and now her voice had lost its bell-like resonance and was shrill and thin with terror. ‘No, Edward, pay no heed to him. Astarte, Magna Mater——’ Tiny wrinkles seemed to etch themselves about her eyes, her sweetly rounded throat seemed shriveling, withering, the silver-luster faded in her hair.

Harrigan felt a shiver light as frosty air run through his body. Something terrified him—it was as if an awful unseen presence had come to the quiet firelit room, a thing of dreadful, everlasting chill and terror and wickedness.

Again the far hail sounded, fainter this time: ‘Breathe on her, Edward Harrigan; breathe on her in the name of God for your immortal soul’s sake!’

Scarce knowing what he did he pursed his lips and blew into her face saying, ‘In nomine Dei!’

She turned her great eyes on him sadly, reproachfully. He’d seen a dying deer look so at the hunter.

‘Wretched man,’ she whispered, and now her voice had all its old-time vibrance, ‘what have you done? Hear me before the end comes, Edward Harrigan. My shadow is upon you. Never shall you free yourself from it; it shall come between you and every woman whom you look on; you shall see me in the sunshine and the moonlight, hear my voice in wind and flowing water——’

A roaring like the thunder of Niagara filled his ears. The room was sliding past him, breaking up, as if it were a painting on a china plate smashed by a sudden blow. He fell, rose to his knees, then fell again. Then he sat up and looked about him dazedly.

Around him was a creeper-covered ruined wall of crumbling brick. Sumac bushes grew in rank profusion from the piles of earth and rubble. To right and left he saw outlines of a broken chimney, topless, shattered, smothered in a growth of whispering-leaved ivy and pointing like a broken monument to the pale sky from which the stars had been wiped by the half-moon’s light. ‘Good heavens,’ he exclaimed, ‘have I been dreaming?’

‘Pray Heaven you never have another dream like it, my son!’ The voice was at his elbow, and as he started round he beheld Dr Clancy, vested in surplice and stole, an open prayer book in his hand.

‘Dr Clancy—Father!’ He blinked at the vested man in astonishment.

‘Yes, my son, I am a priest,’ replied Clancy. ‘Most of the members of the club are non-churchmen, and because it might embarrass them to know there was a priest present, I’ve used my university degree when I came up here for a few days’ shooting every autumn. Judge Crumpacker knew about me; so do half a dozen others, but to most I am just Dr Clancy. I was on my way from early mass at the village church when I met you and the judge that morning.’

‘But—but——’ stammered Harrigan. 

‘I know, my son, you can’t understand how I came here,’ Father Clancy smiled. ‘I’ve suspected old Lucinda Lafferty for a long time, but one doesn’t talk of witchcraft nowadays. It does no good, and only gets one laughed at. I’ve had my eye on her, just the same, and when the judge told me about his experience it worried me. Not enough, though. I didn’t realize how malignant—or how powerful—she was until too late. Then I found you lying in her orchard, and what you told me made me fear for you. She had killed Judge Crumpacker’s body. She would kill your soul, unless I could prevent it. But what could I do? You were a victim of the glamour she cast about herself and her house by her devilish arts; it was futile to attempt to reason with you. So I followed you.

‘I saw you come to this old ruin, saw you greet the cursed witch, and heard you prepare to forswear your Christian birthright of salvation. I could exorcise the foul fiend that aided her, but you had to save yourself. Only the victim of a witch’s glamour can dispel the haze that binds him. Had I sent her off with a curse you would have remained her victim all your life, believing that the things you’d seen were really there and that she was a young and lovely woman——’

‘She was—she is!’ cried Harrigan. ‘I’ve seen her, kissed her, held her in my arms——’

‘You think so?’ interrupted the priest. ‘Look there!’ He pointed to an object half visible in the moonlight, half obscured by shadow.

At first he thought it was a scarecrow or a pile of old discarded clothing, but as Harrigan looked closer he saw it was a woman’s body, old, emaciated, clothed in filthy rags. The face was incredibly wrinkled, bone-pale, and hideously ugly. Even in death there was no dignity about it, only a kind of reptilian malignancy. The hands, claw-like, with broken, dirt-filled nails, were like the talons of a vulture, red, cracked, swollen-jointed; between the slackly opened bloodless lips showed a few broken, yellowed teeth, long, sharp, and pointed as the fangs of a carnivore. The whole appearance of the corpse was horrible, revolting, frightening. Yet—he caught his breath in sudden sickness—as he realized it—underneath the ugliness, the filth, the squalor, was a faint resemblance to the lovely creature he had caressed. Like a devilishly inspired caricature Lucinda Lafferty the witch had a resemblance to his beloved silver-blonde Lucinda, as a skilled cartoonist’s drawing may suggest, though not look like, the subject which it parodies.

‘Thank Heaven you were not too dazed to hear me call to you, and to obey me,’ Father Clancy told him kindly. ‘Had you not acted when you did, and blown upon her as I ordered, we dare not think what might have happened——’

The laugh that interrupted him was dreadful, as unexpected and as shocking as a strong man’s scream of pain. It was a laugh of disillusionment, abysmal, stark, complete.

 

These things Edward Harrigan remembers as vividly as if they’d happened yesterday. He is a dour and silent man, efficient in his work, but utterly unsocial. He calls no man his friend, no woman interests him. His little world is bounded by his laboratory and his suite at the hotel, he shuns the parks and country, no one ever sees him strolling in the sunshine or the moonlight. Usually he works till late with his test-tubes and reagents, and there is a standing order at the hotel desk to call him every morning at five.

For, as he shuns the beauties of the woods and fields, and eschews woman’s company and man’s companionship, Edward Harrigan shuns sleep. Dreams come with sleep, and in his dreams he sees the vision of a fragile Dresden-china figure in a coral-colored gown cut in the Grecian fashion, with silver-gleaming curls piled high upon her dainty head and soft, bare arms held out in invitation. Sometimes he speaks to her; sometimes he reaches out to grasp the slender, rose-tipped hands in his.

But she never answers, and when he stretches out his hands to hers she fades slowly from his dream-sight, like moonlight fading just before the sky begins to brighten in the east.








 





 

 

 

Masked Ball

 

 

HALFWAY DOWN THE BLOCK Holloway came to a halt, a grin of self-derision on his face. ‘Chump!’ he muttered. ‘If I had a little more sense I’d be a first-class halfwit.’

He had been in New Orleans three days, crammed his time with sightseeing, and as a climax to his trip had dined at Franchetti’s, which was the indirect reason for his present predicament.

If you know New Orleans at all you know you do not merely eat at Franchetti’s, you dine there, which is not at all the same thing. He had started with green turtle soup with clear dry sherry, followed it with oysters Rockefeller washed down with Irroy ’93; then filet of pompano with Barr Tramier and breast of guinea hen under glass with Nuits St Georges, and for dessert a bowl of frozen strawberries in half-melted vanilla ice cream with brandy and cointreau poured over them. Dinner had consumed two hours, and by the time he drained his demi-tasse of pungent chicory coffee he was more than merely comfortably fuddled and inclined to let events take their course without assistance from him.

It was the eve of Ash Wednesday, and the tide of carnival which had been rising steadily since Twelfth Night had reached full flood. He had considered hiring a domino and mask and going down Canal Street to watch the Parade of Comus, but at the costumier’s in Conti Street he had allowed himself to be over-persuaded.

‘A domino, a simple masque, M’sieu’?’ the propriétaire had asked in shocked, grieved tones. ‘For you? But no. You cannot mean it. It would be unthinkable. Attend me, wait one little minute while I select the costume juste for you!’

He was a tiny man, the costumer, all full of bows and gestures, as bustling and officious as a bluebottle-fly. His hair was thin and gray, his little pointed beard and wisp of waxed mustache might have been molded out of burnished pewter, and his small, deep-set eyes were very bright behind the lenses of a black-rimmed pince-nez from which trailed a broad black ribbon.

While Holloway waited he rummaged through a stack of cardboard boxes almost as large as steamer trunks, humming a small tune to himself. Presently he came back smiling broadly, and with something of the air of a magician about to produce a rabbit from a high hat, dragged out his find and held it up for admiration. ‘Voilà!’ he exclaimed triumphantly. ‘Is it not incroyable? Is it not made to order for M’sieu’—to set his special type off as a frame must complement a picture? But yes, of course!’

The costume was by no stretch of imagination to be called ‘fancy’. It consisted of a fringed buckskin shirt worked with wampum and stained baby porcupine quills at neck and cuffs, a pair of buckskin breeches, long buckskin leggings, deeply fringed, and a pair of moccasins on which the beaded design of the jacket had been repeated. To top it off there was a coonskin cap with the hair left on and a wisp of ringed tail swinging from the back. ‘It is the dress of a coureur de bois, not just a modern imitation, but a true, historical antique,’ the little man explained. ‘One worn by the so formidable scouts who kept the forest trails open for the government when Louisiana was New France and New Orleans the capital of a great new empire. Yes, certainly.’

He stepped back, dragged a full-length mirror forward, and held the buckskin garments out to Holloway. ‘Put them on, M’sieu’,’ he urged. ‘Regard yourself in them and say if I have not the flair for costuming a patron in accordance with his character and physique.’

The costume fitted Holloway as if it had been tailored to his measure, and as he viewed himself in the long mirror he had to admit that it ‘complemented’ him, as the proprietor had declared.

Holloway was long and rangy, six feet in his stockings, loosely jointed, agile, but inclined to be deliberate in his movements. A tennis player since his tenth year, a veteran of three years in the Southwest Pacific, he had not an ounce of surplus flesh on his big frame, though he tipped the scales at an even hundred and eighty. As he surveyed himself in the glass it seemed as if a century and more had been rolled back and he saw one of Governor Kerlerec’s Kentucky mercenaries looking back at him. ‘H’m,’ he conceded, ‘it’s not half bad, but if I’m to be tricked out as a coureur de bois I ought to have some armament——’

‘Perfectly, M’sieu’,’ the proprietor was delighted. ‘Me, I have just what is needed. Oh, yes!’ The weapon he produced from an old brass-bound chest was a museum piece, a flintlock rifle with a long octagonal barrel, walnut stock with brass butt plate, and a wooden ramrod. Its rear sight was a brass notch, its forward one a small button of silver. With it went two wooden powder flasks, one for the rifle’s charge, the other for the finer priming powder, and a buckskin bag of bullets.

Holloway slung the rawhide thongs of the ammunition carriers over his shoulders and weighed the gun critically. It was a sweetly balanced piece, some fifty inches long from butt plate to muzzle, and as he laid his cheek against the hollow, carved for it in the dark walnut stock, he realized here was a precision weapon, slower in action and with less striking power than the M-1 he had been used to in the Pacific, but accurate to a hair’s width within its rather short range. ‘Does this go with the suit?’ he asked incredulously. ‘It must be worth——’

‘No matter, M’sieu’,’ the costumer broke in. ‘Me, I do not deal in trash. All my costumes are authentic, all my equipment genuine, I assure you.’

 

Darkness had begun to fall, and purple shadows gathered in the narrow street as he emerged from the costumer’s with the long rifle cradled in the bend of his left elbow and a half-mask hiding the upper portion of his face and giving him a comfortable feeling of anonymity. The effects of his excellent dinner were still with him, and somehow he made several wrong turnings and found himself in Basin Street instead of Canal, where already crowds were gathering to watch the gorgeous spectacle of the parade.

Behind him, looking like a giant barrel laid on its side, rose the roof of the Municipal Auditorium, a little to his left were the tall whitewashed walls of the old cemetery, and beyond the iron grille of its gate rose the ornate three-storied tomb of the ‘Widow Paris’, once famous as a voodoo priestess. Behind the tomb, as tightly packed as soldiers marching in close formation, the lime-washed sepulchers of long-dead citizens of New Orleans stood rank on solid rank. ‘Now, let’s see,’ he murmured. ‘Rampart Street should be that way; if I walk down it I’ll come to Canal, and——’

The sharp, metallic click of a gate latch broke through his unilateral conversation and he looked up just in time to see a girl emerge from the old graveyard. Even at the little distance of a street’s width he could not distinguish much of her, for a dark cloak covered her from neck to heels, enveloping her completely as an Arab woman’s burnoose, but her walk was graceful as a dancer’s movements, a cadenced, sensuous swinging of the hips and breasts that was innate and unconscious as breathing, but none the less provocative, and as she turned her head so unconcernedly that he was sure she was unaware of his presence he caught a fleeting glimpse of her face, perfect oval with a small, sharp chin, a small straight nose, and hair that curled in a halo of tiny jet-black ringlets round her brow and ears. Then she was gone, her dark cloak blending with the violet shadows till it seemed a part of them.

Holloway had an odd, eerie feeling, a sort of sudden stab of poignant yearning. He had been restless with the restlessness none but the soldier trying desperately to reaccustom himself to civilian life can understand since he had left the separation center. New York, which he had dreamed of with a longing half-painful, half-ecstatic, was somehow disappointing. Life had gone on without him for three years; his old friends had married or formed other interests, and one and all were intent on business. ‘How are you? Glad to see you! Good bye, now!’ had been the universal formula, and he was terribly lonesome. His old job waited for him, but somehow it seemed to have lost its attraction. ‘Make up your mind, man; are you coming back, or aren’t you?’ Wilbur Flacker had asked. ‘We’ve got a slue of work in the office—five new accounts came in yesterday, and we can use a good copywriter. We want to do the right thing by the returned soldier, of course, but if you don’t want the job. . . .’

On sudden inspiration he had taken a train for New Orleans. He didn’t need to give Flacker a final answer till Monday, in the meantime he might find surcease from restlessness in the gayety of Mardi Gras. So there he was, due to go back tomorrow on the morning train, and still as lonesome as a cat in a strange alley, still mentally at sea.

 

That girl, what had there been about her to attract him so suddenly and powerfully? It couldn’t have been love, or even the quick passion of the predatory male. He had no idea whether she were thin or chubby, his glimpse of her face had been only momentary, yet—there it was, as if far down in his subconscious a deep layer of desire had stirred and trembled.

He hesitated for a moment, then set out after her, his long stride eating up the little distance separating them. An immense, inarticulate desire seemed to surge through him, for the moment nothing in the world seemed so important as to speak to this only half-glimpsed girl who had glanced at him so briefly across her cloaked shoulder.

Overtaking her should have been easy, but somehow gathering darkness, unfamiliar streets, and perhaps his own eagerness combined to thwart him, so here he was, as much at fault as a hound when the fox takes to a brook, gazing down an empty, shadow-haunted street with no sign of his quarry in sight. ‘Chump!’ he repeated to himself. ‘Of all the chuckle-headed——’

Plop! Something struck the sidewalk beside him with a soft impact and he looked down to see a white camellia at his feet. ‘Now, where the devil did that come from——’ he began when a light laugh sounded just above him.

The house before which he stood was typical of the older buildings in the Vieux Carré—the old French Quarter. Sitting back some eight or ten feet from the sidewalk, it had double porches or ‘galleries’ before it, supported by intricately wrought iron grille work. The lower gallery, at street level, was without railing, but the upper was guarded by a balustrade of quaintly designed iron scroll work. ‘Mon fleuron, s’il vous plait, M’sieu’!’ came the command in a soft, high voice—‘My flower, if you please!’ A girl leaned laughing from the balcony, her slim, bare arm extended toward him and her slender fingers reaching for the flower at his feet.

The pale light of the newly risen moon hung round her like a nimbus, and he recognized her instantly: the lady of the cemetery. 

‘Oh, hello,’ he greeted inanely. ‘I’d been wondering——’

‘Ma fleur!’ she interrupted imperiously. ‘Toss it up to me—instantly, if you please!’

He threw the white bloom up, but it fell just short of her questing fingers, and she laughed delightedly as he caught it before it could strike the pavement again. ‘Encore!’ she ordered. ‘Try again, great clumsy one.’

Once more he tossed the blossom up, and once again, but each time it eluded her grasp. ‘C’est sans profit,’ she told him finally. ‘You lack the skill or I the length of arm, it seems. Bring her up to me, if you please.’

This was more than he had hoped for. ‘You mean I may come up?’

‘But naturally. What is there to fear? Although I have the teeth I shall perhaps not bite you.’

The street door of the house was unlatched and Holloway pushed it back, groped through a narrow, almost lightless hall, and up a flight of narrow, winding stairs. She waited for him on the balcony, and close up she was even lovelier than he had realized. Her face was pale, colorless, and fine-textured as a magnolia petal, but her lips were brilliant red. Her black hair, worn in a long bob with curls about the brow and neck, was positively gleaming, and he knew instinctively that the ringlets had not been put in with a hot iron. Beneath the haughty arch of slender brows her eyes were dark and soft, he could not say if they were black or pansy-purple, but they were beaming with good humor, and the smile upon her crimson lips pushed a small dimple in her cheek.

‘Er—ah——’ he began ineptly, for suddenly he felt tongue-tied, but she saved the situation.

‘Ma fleur, M’sieu’!’ she ordered with mock hauteur, as she held out her hand, then, with a sudden, rippling laugh, ‘mais non,’ she turned her back to him. ‘But no. Into your hand it fell; it is that you must set it back into its proper place.’ She bent her had and pointed to the curl in which she wished the flower set. ‘Come, M’sieu’, I wait upon you.’

Her hair was almost incredibly soft and fine as it brushed his fingers, and his hand trembled as he put the flower in place and took quick stock of her. She made him think of ladies he had seen pictured in old French prints. Her gown was China silk, so heavy that it hung as straight as if it had been weighted at the hem, yet so sheer that it showed the lovely shadow of her figure. It was white, high-waisted, and cut with a low neck line and tiny shoulder-puff sleeves that showed her lovely arms off to perfection. Beneath her bosom was a sash of pale-blue silk that tied at the back underneath her shoulders in a coquettish knot and trailed its fringed ends almost to her dress-hem. Her slim, small feet were stockingless and shod with sandals fastened with cross-straps of purple ribbon laced across the instep and high up the ankle. Save for the small gold rings that shone in her ears she wore no ornaments of any kind.

‘Good Lord!’ he breathed as he set the white flower in place among the gleaming black curls.

‘Comment?’ She looked across her shoulder, arching her brows at him. ‘What is that you say?’

‘You’re lovely!’

‘M’sieu’!’ the laugh that rippled from her lips was like the sound of water poured from a tall silver vase. ‘But it is you who say the pretty things! Poor little Clothilde Deschamps, she is ugly like a frog and scrawny like the plucked pullet, yet you say that she is lovely, her. How can you say such utter flattery? No matter, I delight in it. We shall sit here tête-à-tête, and you shall tell me monstrous complimentary lies, and I shall believe them all. Come.’

She took his hand and led him to a sofa standing by the wall, dropped down on it, and drew him down beside her. ‘Commence,’ she ordered arrogantly. ‘Lie to me grand comme le bras—as long as your arm. Tell me I am lovely, me——’ She moved a little closer and her soft hair brushed his cheek, its perfume fresh and sweet. Her eyes were wide and soft, and her mouth tender. ‘You meant it, vraiment?’

Wine could not have raced his blood faster than it was racing with the intoxication of her nearness and the music of her voice. ‘Lovely!’ he whispered, and his heart beat so that he could hardly force the word out.

Her eyelids lowered slowly, as those of one who falls into a gentle sleep might do, and her lips parted like the petals of a flower. ‘Embrasse moi!’ she whispered, and put her hands up to his cheeks, drawing his mouth down to hers. Her lips were smooth and soft as the flower petals in her hair, her arms were warm and tender round his neck, the sweetness of her perfumed body pressed against his was like an enervating drug. A humming sounded in his ears; everything went dark around him, and a spell of dreamy lassitude crept over him. He was fainting, swooning, dying . . . and he did not care. Nothing mattered. Nothing. . . .

Abruptly she pushed him from her and rose to her feet. ‘We must make haste,’ she told him, almost matter-of-factly. ‘Await me here while I prepare my toilette. I shall be but one little moment, perhaps two or three, no longer.’

‘Your toilette?’ he echoed. ‘Why——’

‘Ah bah,’ she laughed as one might laugh at the inept question of a dull child. ‘You would not have me put the shame on you by going to the bal masque in such clothes as these?’ There was a patter of small feet upon the gallery floor, and she was gone.

Holloway rose from the couch and walked to the porch rail. Things were happening so fast he couldn’t keep pace with them. He had found her, kissed her, now, it seemed, she was taking him to a masked ball. He looked down on the darkened street. Somehow, it seemed different. The shadows seemed to cluster more thickly, the street lamps burned less brightly, and in the changed light the houses lining the curbs seemed less ancient. From somewhere, far away, there came the muted throbbing of a drum, not the rhythmic rapaplan of a marching cadence, but a dull, persistent thrumming, urgent and impelling; there was insistence and abandon in the hollow booming of the taut parchment. He felt vaguely uncomfortable, recalling stories of the voodoo rites the blacks practiced in the days when Jackson Park was Congo Square.

But the chill vanished and he smiled as from the house there came the sound of singing, a tune that was at once both sad and gay, as if the singer smiled through her tears. He could not distinguish the words, for they were in Creole, but the voice was charming, with the throaty, velvet quality that is the heritage of Latin races.

‘Voilà!’ Once more the pit-pat of her feet sounded and she stood framed in the oblong of the doorway, slim and glowing. Her tightly curling hair had been combed high and tied with a fillet of white silk at the front of which an aigret plume was fastened by a small pearl brooch. In her ears were pearls almost as large as filberts, and round her neck there lay another strand of pearls that made him catch his breath not once but twice—first, because the pearls were almost beyond price, and second, because the neck they rested on was almost the exact color of the pearls. Her gown of heavy white brocaded silk was cut low at the front and back, with little puff-sleeves at the shoulders, tight at the bosom, but flaring sharply from a high-set waist. Across her shoulders draped a scarf of silver tissue which hung down either side like the stole of a cleric. Her narrow feet were shod with satin slippers of pale shell-pink, flat-soled and heelless as a ballerina’s shoes, and laced across the instep and about the ankles with narrow ribbons. He felt his heart melt as he looked at her: The dim, misty black hair, the dark eyes like deep pools of shadow in the pale oval of her face, the smiling scarlet mouth—not a flaw in her from small head to tiny feet, her figure fine-drawn as a thoroughbred’s, slim, delicate, with dainty wrists and ankles and a neck like the stem of a flower. White and frail as a narcissus, and very beautiful.

‘Am I not truly élegante?’ she demanded as she took her skirts in her hands and dropped him a deep curtsey. ‘I shall not put the shame upon you, brave coureur de bois? One moment, while I set my visor on, then let us go.’ She placed a black half-mask across her face, tying its silk strings behind her head, and put her hand upon his arm, so lightly he could scarcely feel her touch.

He glanced down at her appreciatively. The topmost curl of her coiffeur barely reached his shoulder. ‘What are you made up as?’ he asked. ‘The Empress Josephine?’

Her eyes came up to his, wide with astonishment, and her lips parted in an indulgent smile for an obviously silly question. ‘I am the Empress of the French? But no, bon ami, I am nothing but poor little Clothilde Deschamps who goes out only as herself.’

Sudden laughter bubbled up through her smile. ‘La, la!’ she exclaimed. ‘C’est drôle, hein?’

‘What’s so funny?’

‘Me, I have let you hold me in your arms, we have kissed each other; we are going to the bal masque together, and I do not even know your name, me! Ohé, but it is scandaleux, it is infamous, n’est-ce pas?’ Her  laughter tinkled like a silver bell swung in the wind.

‘I’m Horace Holloway,’ he answered as his chuckle matched her higher, merry laugh. ‘It is a little unconventional, but——’

‘I like your name,’ she broke in, half gaily, half seriously. ‘It suits you very well. Horace was a poet, and I think that you are that; the very look of you says so, even if you write no verse your heart is filled with poesy. And hollow-way? A road that holds no traffic, no passengers, n’est-ce pas? Bon. I accept your poetry, my friend, and as for emptiness, cannot you find room in your heart for Clothilde? ‘As unaffectedly as a child she turned her face up to his and waited for his kiss, eyes closed, lips a little parted.

He kissed her slowly, and she put both arms about his neck as she stood on tiptoe and pressed against him. How sweet, he thought, sweeter than the heart of a rose, sweeter than the mists of happiness—far too sweet! For deep within him a small bell seemed ringing, sounding a faint, warning tocsin of alarm. Despite the allure of her pale smooth skin, her bright vermilion lips and jet-black hair, despite her sweetness and her unaffected, trustful ardor, there was something vaguely frightening about her, some subtle, secret suggestion of the femme fatale, the vampire, the ruin of men’s souls and bodies.

She linked her arm in his and laced her fingers in his hands as they resumed their walk. ‘When did you—when did it happen to you?’ she asked suddenly.

He studied the question a long moment. She had a quaint way of expressing herself, with her queer jumble of slow, stilted English and quick, ebullient French. ‘How do you mean?’ he countered.

She seemed to ponder in her turn, then, softly, as if the question were embarrassing, ‘When did you become—like me—us?’

‘Oh!’ Understanding flickered through the fog of his perplexity. Even if her words were obscure, the apparent self-consciousness of her hesitant speech gave him his cue. ‘It must have happened when I first saw you by the old cemetery, my dear.’

‘Mon Dieu!’ Her laugh began as a soft, throaty chuckle and rose to a high silvery tinkle. ‘But it is you who say the sweet droll things, my Horace! Next you will be telling me that I shot Cupid’s dart at you and pierced your heart and laid you low!’

‘I think you did,’ he answered, and in the shadow just outside the disc of light cast by a street lamp they stopped and kissed each other again.

 

Somehow, the streets seemed different, not changed, exactly, but not quite as he remembered them. The curbside lamp posts seemed farther apart and their lanterns shed less light. The houses, too, seemed smaller, newer, better kept; and here and there he could perceive dimly a sort of shadow hovering over them, as if the faint mirage of larger and more modern buildings poised above them.

His sense of direction was blunted by these odd mutations, but as nearly as he could determine they had come to Orleans Street when his companion guided him around the corner and down the block. Midway between what he thought Bourbon and Royal Streets there stood a plain low building of whitewashed brick that made him think of a warehouse, but through the narrow windows piercing its walls brilliant lights shone.

They crossed the street and mounted the low steps that led to the wide doorway. Inside the place was a kaleidoscope of gayety. Chandeliers that dripped with scintillating crystal prisms shed the soft, bright glow of candlelight on everything, the walls of paneled precious woods were hung with oil paintings, some depicting landscapes, some pastoral scenes, more showing classic gods and goddesses—or gentlemen and ladies dressed like them—engaged in rather naughty goings-on, while the bright faces of a hundred mirrors echoed and re-echoed the frolicsome scene. Somehow it made him think of the bright prints and paintings of Gros, Gérard, David, and Ingres which showed the life of Paris during the Directorate and the First Empire so delightfully.

The dancers circling round the floor of quarter-sawed waxed oak wore almost every sort of costume imaginable. Here a gentleman in the white coat and powdered hair of a French officer of Bourbon days swung past with a frail, lovely lady in hoopskirts in his arms, a little farther off a man in the tight pantaloons and long coat of the Directoire period danced with a girl who wore the neo-classic costume of Napoleon’s court, while here and there was to be seen a suit of severe black broadcloth, but with the frilled shirt and stock collar of the early nineteenth century.

‘Shall we dance?’ asked his companion when he had found a place for his rifle, and placed her left hand in his right while she laid the other on his collar so lightly that it might have been a butterfly taking momentary rest there.

The music was three-quarter time, but the dance not quite familiar. The step was quicker than the waltz he knew, and the couples whirled and turned and pirouetted so constantly that he was almost giddy by the time they had completed a circuit of the great ballroom.

‘You have money, yes?’ she asked as they paused out of breath before the door of a long, brightly-lighted room from which the clatter of roulette wheels and the click of dice sounded.

‘A little,’ he replied, shoved his way through a throng of people grouped about a roulette table, and tendered a five dollar bill to the impassive courier.

‘Combien?—how much?’ the man asked, and Holloway saw with surprise that he too wore a black half-mask across his face.

‘Tout,’ he replied, ‘I’ll shoot the works,’ and received a handful of gilded plaques about the size of checkers. Half of these he handed to Clothilde, who placed them on a red square marked 23 as the croupier announced in a flat, toneless voice, ‘Le jeu est fait, M’sieurs et ’dames. Rien ne va plus—the play has commenced, no more bets are to be placed’—and spun the wheel.

The people crowding round the table became so still the clatter of the little ball in the wheel was like the rattle of hailstones on a tin roof. Motionless, with parted lips, raised eyebrows, and craned necks, they watched the spinning wheel and the little ivory sphere that danced in it.

‘Vingt-trois, rouge, M’sieurs, Mesdames,’ the croupier’s bored voice proclaimed as the wheel lost momentum and the ivory pellet spinning in it came to rest. A woman laughed, a high, thin titter of hysteria, and staggered drunkenly from the room. A man rose from his place, looked round him with a sickly smile, and lurched toward the doorway, and half a dozen eager players crowded forward for their places.

‘Mon Dieu, mon Dieu, but I have won!’ Clothilde cried ecstatically and clapped her hands like a delighted child. ‘I am rich, me!’ Her bet had been two dollars, and the croupier pushed a pile of coin and bills toward her with one hand while with a little wood rake held in the other he gathered in the wagers of the losers.

‘Come, let us celebrate, adoré,’ she cooed, and drew him toward a line of curtained alcoves at the far side of the room. ‘Champagne it shall be for us, and dozens of those small sweet cakes that I do adore almost as much as I adore you, mon amoureux. Hola,’ she called to a velvet-coated, black-masked waiter who went hurrying past, ‘a bottle of champagne, and many, many petits-fours, mon petit garçon noir,’ and the waiter, a gigantic Negro, grinned appreciation of her pleasantry in calling him ‘her small black boy’.

The champagne frothed and bubbled in their goblets, but to Holloway it seemed to lack substance, as if it were but little more than chilled air he sipped, and the little sugared cakes, delectable to look at, were flat, tasteless, and unsubstantial as crumbs of Chinese rice cookies. Clothilde seemed to enjoy them hugely, however, and as she sipped champagne and nibbled small pink-and-white-iced cakes the color rose in her pale cheeks until they glowed a lovely pearly rose, and a new sparkle came into her eyes. ‘Now, I think we dance some more, hein?’ she suggested as she rose and stretched a hand to him. ‘And after that we play some more roulette until he has no more money left. Then we shall drink some more champagne—maybe aux pêchers—with peaches in him—and eat some more petits-fours, no?’

‘Yes!’ he assented as he followed her to the ballroom. It was crazy as a hasheesh-eater’s dream, a scene straight out of the Arabian Nights with overtones of the Left Bank. He knew it couldn’t possibly be happening; things like this just didn’t happen, and women like Clothilde did not exist—but that did not matter. For the first time since his return from the army he was happy, deliriously, feverishly happy. On with the dance—let there be madder music; stronger wine!

The candles in the crystal chandeliers cast golden light on everything. Clothilde’s small, slim waist lay sweetly in the circle of his arm. Her laughing eyes looked into his, her lips were parted just a little to show the tips of small, white teeth. They whirled about the long room, reached the door of the gaming salon, and paused for breath, laughing with sheer happiness as only children and lovers know how to do. ‘Shall we assail the battlements of Fortune once more?’ she asked as he released her from his embrace. ‘We may win more this time, and—oh! Pardonnez-moi, M’sieu’! Mille pardons!’ As she wheeled she had collided with a young man carrying a silver tray on which were two goblets of champagne, and the spilled wine splashed across the rippling ruffles of his dress shirt.

There was a moment’s silence while she waited contritely for his word of forgiveness, and Holloway could see the young man’s florid face behind his mask go slowly gray, as if the blood drained from it. Deliberately he drew a lace-edged handkerchief from his cuff, blotted his soiled ruffles with it, then turning on Clothilde whispered in a cold voice: ‘Cochonette noire!—little black pig!’

She cried out as if she had been struck, and the blood swept up her throat and cheeks and brow in a quick, outraged blush.

Holloway hit from the hip and felt the man’s jaw collapse under the impact. His body curved back under the shock and he sprawled like an upset tailor’s dummy, inert and loose-limbed, on the waxed floor.

‘But you are marvelous!’ Clothilde told him as they entered the game room. ‘You strike like the ball of the cannon, my Horace.’ She gave a small ecstatic giggle. ‘He looked so stupid lying there all sprawled out like a spider, that sale chameau!’

Holloway felt his knuckles which still smarted from the force of their collision with the man’s jaw. ‘I wish I hadn’t knocked him out with the first swing,’ he answered. ‘I’d like to have another go with him.’

‘Oh, but you will, bon ami. Assuredly.’

‘Think he’ll come back for more?’

‘He will demand the satisfaction, certainly. He cannot do less in honor.’

‘I’ll be ready to meet him whenever——’

‘Be sure to choose the firearms, chèri. Do not let them trick you into fighting with the colchemarde or épée. He is a famous duelist, that one—I know him, me!—and would surely run you through at the first pass——’

‘For heaven’s sake!’ he burst in. ‘D’ye mean that I’m expected to fight a duel with that little stinker? I’ll be hanged if I do. If he wants more of the same I’ve got it right on ice for him, but a duel—good Lord! People just don’t do that sort of thing today.’

‘Ah, Horace, you would not put shame on me? You would not have them say I came to the bal masque with a poltron for my protector? They will surely brand you as a coward if you refuse to meet him—mon Dieu, I think I see them coming now!’

‘Be easy, sweetheart,’ he soothed, patting the tense fingers which had clasped on his arm. ‘If I’d get you in wrong by refusing to fight this guy I’ll meet him any time and place he wants to name, and shoot the pants off him.’

Walking elbow to elbow, two young men were coming toward them. One wore the gold-lace white coat of a French officer of the days of Bourbon ascendancy, the other was in sober black, but scarcely less ornate than his military companion. His shirt of finely tucked linen cambric was trimmed with row on row of lace in which there gleamed studs of green jade set with black pearls, a diamond buckle held the wide black ribbon of his stock, the buttons of his low-cut waistcoat were bright silver.

Both men came to a halt as if obeying a command, struck their heels together, and with right hands on their hearts and left  behind them jack-knifed forward in a formal bow. ‘M’sieu’!’

Holloway was not to be outdone. Drawing himself up as if to attention he inclined frigidly in what was little more than the suspicion of a bow. ‘At your services, Messieurs.’

The young soldier, who seemed to recognize Holloway as a member of his craft, spoke first. ‘We have the honor  to represent M’sieu’ Médard de la Tour, and on his behalf to demand satisfaction for the blow that you have given.’

Holloway racked his memory for the proper response. Vaguely, he knew he should have a second. But how to go about securing one? At last: ‘I have no one to act as a second for me, Messieurs,’ he answered, ‘but if you will have the kindness to procure me one I shall be happy to put my interests in his hands.’

‘Très bien.’ It was the young officer again. ‘Me, I have nothing else to do; I shall be honored to act as your second, M’sieu’——’ he paused with raised brows.

‘Holloway,’ the other responded. ‘Horace Holloway, late of the United States Army.’ That sounded impressive, especially when he neglected to add he had been Corporal Holloway.

All three exchanged curt, formal bows again, and the civilian left to inform Monsieur de la Tour how things progressed, while the young soldier remained. ‘I am the Chevalier de Broglie,’ he announced, ‘and as a gentleman of France’—he bowed low to Clothilde—‘I offer my profound apologies for the affront my ci-divant principal offered Mademoiselle.’

Clothilde dropped him a deep curtsey, and the young officer turned to Holloway. ‘As for the blow you gave, M’sieu’,’ he grinned boyishly, ‘it was a lovely thing to see, and I can say only “à merveille—well done!” I trust that you will be successful on the field of honor as in the ballroom a moment since. Now to business: As the challenged party you have the right to name the time and place of meeting and the weapons to be used. What are your preferences?’

Something about ‘pistols and coffee for two at daybreak’ popped into Holloway’s memory. ‘Why not tomorrow morning at sunrise in St Anthony’s Square?’ he hazarded. ‘I’ve heard that is a favorite place for——’

‘M’sieu’, I fear that you forget,’ de Broglie interrupted coldly. ‘You know as well as I that this affair must be concluded at once. Your jest is not in the best of taste.’

Holloway was amazed at his sudden coolness, but let it pass without comment. ‘Very well, one time’s as good as another. Make it long rifles at forty paces, behind St Louis Cathedral.’

His second bowed and hastened off, and Clothilde looked at him reproachfully. ‘O, Horace, adore, how could you?’ she asked almost tearfully.

‘How could I what, dear?’

‘Make such a reference to the morning. You know as well as I that with the breaking of the dawn we must—mon Dieu, here comes de Broglie now. Be careful, heart of my heart. He is a good shot that one, and may injure you. Be sure to fire first.’ Impulsively she held out both hands, and he bent above them, kissing each in turn.

 

Gigantic oak trees, bearded with long garlands of gray Spanish moss, stood solemn, black, and silent at the edges of the park, their almost-bare limbs seemed uplifted as if to evoke malignant spirits from the winter sky. From the distance came the moaning of violins as the orchestra in the dance hall played on, but in the square an ominous quiet reigned. Like drifting shadows members of the company moved on their grim errands of setting the stage for the duel. A gentleman in a long cloak and broad black hat who looked like a conspirator in a melodrama paced off the course, two more set stakes in the short grass where the combatants were to stand, the seconds, conferring in whispers, watched while two others loaded Holloway’s long rifle and another like it for his antagonist.

‘Messieurs!’ The umpire stepped forward with upraised hand. He was a tall, commanding figure in a tight blue uniform piped with gold and scarlet braid and with gold epaulets on his shoulders. The upper portion of his face was obscured by his black mask and the lower half by a wide, curling mustache and a short black beard. He spoke French with the cautious precision of a slight accent. Holloway had the impression he was a Spaniard, but could distinguish little from his unfamiliar uniform. ‘Messieurs, this is a duel between Monsieur Médard de la Tour of Nouvelle Orléans and Monsieur Horace Holloway of the United States Army to avenge a blow given and received. The principals will stand at forty paces from each other, armed with rifles. I shall say, “Fire—one, two, three, four, five!” and the combatants will discharge their pieces between the words “Fire” and “Five”. One shot only will be exchanged. Are you ready, gentlemen?’

Young Chevalier de Broglie handed Holloway his rifle with a smile. ‘Bon chance, mon ami,’ he whispered. ‘Aim for the eyeholes in his mask, and just a little low. These rifles have a tendency to elevate their bullets.’

With the rifle ‘ready’ Holloway awaited the command. In the moonlight-softened darkness de la Tour loomed like a spot of darker shadow, uncertainly defined against the duskiness of the great oak boles. He had buttoned his coat tightly and tied a black silk handkerchief about his throat, so he was in unrelieved black from head to foot, with no highlight to sight on.

‘Clever little devil,’ Holloway muttered as he weighted the rifle in his hand, ‘but I don’t think it’ll get him much.’ He hadn’t earned his expert rifleman’s badge for nothing, and potting skillfully camouflaged Jap snipers had been an everyday chore for him in the jungle. The buttons on his adversary’s coat were silver and shone with a dull luster in the moonlight. The second one on the left side should be almost above his heart. He’d put a slug through it as sure as God made little apples. Killing in war had been impersonal. You shot and were shot at. If the other fellow’s bullet had your name on it you were done for, if you had his number on your slug he was. This was different. That grinning little monkey yonder had insulted Clothilde . . . only one shot would be exchanged, eh? All right, if that was how they wanted it . . . he’d killed better men with one shot. . . .

The umpire’s voice broke through his reverie: ‘Attendez, Messieurs. Fire—one—two——’ Bright orange flashes stabbed the darkness and the reports of the rifles were so close that one seemed but the prolongation of the other. Holloway saw a slim arc of silver hurtle though the gloom like a small meteor where his bullet clipped de la Tour’s coat button, but de la Tour did not go down. He stood, rifle in hand, and looked at him as if he saw some fearful apparition. Then, slipping down his left arm from the shoulder, he felt the warm ooze of blood, and knew he had been hit, though if his wound were light or serious he did not know.

A hum of talk, the sort of frightened whispering that precedes a panic, ran from man to man among the witnesses to the duel.

They looked at the blood seeping through his buckskin shirt with bright, fear-burnished eyes, and one or two raised trembling, frightened hands to point to the stain. ‘Sacredieu,’ he heard de Broglie exclaim, ‘he is one of them!’

Slowly, fearfully, they shrank back to the shadows of the oaks as men who see a frightful specter might give way before it, yet fear to turn and flee, lest it set on them from behind.

‘What the devil——’ He took a step toward the terror-stricken group, and they shrank from him as if he were plague personified.

There was a rustle in the oleander bushes growing at the park’s border, and Clothilde came toward him, breathing with quick, jerking gasps, the eyes behind her mask a glaze of sickened fear. ‘Horace,’ she spoke thickly through fear-stiffened lips, ‘is it truly thou?’

‘Of course, dear. And I’m not badly hit. That fellow couldn’t shoot fish in a barrel——’ He took a step toward her, but she shrank back, hands upraised as if to ward some terror from her.

‘Don’t—don’t come too near!’ she begged, and he could see that she was using all her self-control to keep from turning and flying.

‘What is it?’ he demanded. Everyone—his late antagonist, his second, all the men, and now Clothilde, shrank from him as if he were a putrescent corpse. ‘Tell me, Clothilde——’

‘Did not you know—truly?’ she asked tremblingly.

‘Of course, I don’t——’

‘You know not who we are?’ She seemed to grasp her courage with both hands, holding it by main strength.

‘No——’

‘We are the dead. Once every year, upon the eve of mercredi des cendres—Ash Wednesday—it is permitted us to leave the tomb and come back to the scenes we knew in life in seeming-flesh. Upon this single night in all the year it is permitted that we laugh and love and be as gay as in the days when we were living. Those who loved in life may then renew their sweet communion; those who fought and hated may take up their quarrels if they desire. The city is the same as it was in the days of old, for time moves not for the dead.’

He stared at her stupidly, made a move toward her, and she gave way a faltering step. ‘Forgive me, chèri, I would not hurt you, but as the living fear the dead, so we dead fear and shrink from the living. You are terrible to us. So have a little patience with poor frightened Clothilde, whose love is greater than her fear—but, hélas, not much greater.

‘How could I know? When I saw you outside the cemetery in your costume of the ancient days I thought that you were one of us, and though I did not know who you might be, my heart yearned toward you. Then when you passed my house I knew that you had followed me, and I was glad, so I dropped my flower down to you and you came up to me——’

‘But——’

‘The time is short, adoré; I must hasten. Do not interrupt. You will remember that I asked you when it happened as we walked down Royal Street? I meant when were you killed. Me, I was stricken with the plague the year that General Jackson held the city from the British, but you seemed of an earlier day—like one of Governor Kerlerec’s Kentucky legionnaires who held the forest pathways for New France. And when you told me that it happened when we met I thought you spoke the lover’s jest, and I was so delighted with the pretty compliment that I did not press you for an answer.

‘When you accepted de la Tour’s challenge I followed to meet you as you came from the champ d’honneur, for I well knew that though a sword or bullet could give you great pain, those who are already dead cannot be killed again, so though you might be sorely wounded, there would still be a few minutes in which we could share this new-found love of ours. But when I saw your blood begin to flow I knew that you were one of them—the dreadful living whom we fear so much!’

‘But you just said you love me,’ he broke in. ‘If that’s so, surely——’

‘Alas, my heart, within the grave there is no loving. ’Twixt you and me there is a gulf no love can bridge. Not even if you died could you come to me, for—I know not why it is, I know only that it is so—our company is made up of those who died many years ago. Not only life and death, but time as well is set between us like a wall!’

The night was tiring rapidly, and in the eastern sky a faint gray streak edged with the palest rose began to show. She came a little nearer, fearfully, but with a loving courage that outfaced her fear, and it seemed to him that suddenly there blew so soft a perfume in the fading dark that he could almost see it take shape. She kept looking at him, her eyes were wide, her lips parted as she breathed faster. Suddenly she snatched the satin mask from her face and flung herself into his arms. ‘O, Horace, m’ami, je t’aime, je t’aime—je t’adore!’

She was sobbing with heart-shattering sobs, fighting hard for breath, but her eyes were bright and steady with mingled adoration and renunciation. ‘Un dernier embrassement!—one last kiss!’ she besought in a tearful whisper, and raised her face to his.

He held her to him a long, trembling moment. He could feel her heart beat with quick, light strokes like the ticking of a watch. She gave a little, tortured moan and became limp and yielding in his arms, then twined her hands about his neck, pulling his lips hard against hers and drawing her body against his. ‘Adieu,’ she whispered brokenly. ‘Adieu, Coeur do mon Coeur, pour le temps et pour l’éternité!’

The world about them seemed to have stopped in its course for a long moment by some formula of potent magic, then from a belfry somewhere in the distance a gong sounded; the still air held its echoes till it seemed to quiver, and daylight came so quickly that it seemed a gust of wind had blown the dark away.

It was morning. And suddenly his arms were empty.

 

The train wheels clicked with an insistent monody as compelling as the kettle-drums in Ravel’s Bolero. Holloway sat in the club car with his glass of bourbon untasted before him as he gazed out at the flat, marshy landscape and the bare trees with their dreary streamers of gray Spanish moss—‘like funeral crapes,’ he thought. Save for the stiffness in his left shoulder where his slight wound pained no longer, he might have been convinced that he had dreamed it all—Clothilde, the masked ball, the duel in the moonlight behind the Cathedral. He was going back to New York, back to work and everyday prosaic sanity. He’d meet his friends again, make new contacts, take life up where he left off when he put on the uniform. He’d find an anodyne for broken dreams in work . . . there would be other women. . . . He laughed suddenly, so harshly that the fat man across the aisle put down his copy of the Times and stared at him.

Other women—vibrant, living, flesh-and-blood creatures! He knew as he knew that he lived and breathed that, flesh or phantom, lovely dream or sweet reality, Clothilde Deschamps who died in 1814 and lay buried in St Louis Cemetery was the one and only love of his life, that always while he lived his heart would cleave to her memory as constantly as the tides swing to the moon.








 





 

 



Is the Devil a Gentleman?

 

 

IT HAD BEEN A DAY of strange weather, a day the calendar declared to be late April and the thermometer proclaimed to be March or November. From dawn till early dark the rain had spattered down, chill, persistent, deceptive, making it feel many degrees colder than it really was, but just at sunset it had cleared and a sort of angry yellow half-light had spilled from a sky of streaky black against a bank of blood-red clouds. Now, while the dying wind was groping with chill-stiffened fingers at the window-casings, a fire blazed on the study hearth, its comforting rose glow a gleaming island in the gathering shadows, its reflection daubing ever-changing patterns on the walls and tightly-drawn curtains.

‘On such a night,’ the Bishop quoted inexactly as he helped himself to brandy, ‘mine enemy’s dog, though he had bit me, I would not turn away from my door.’

Dr Bentley, rector of St Chrysostom’s, dropped a second lump of sugar in his coffee and said nothing. He knew the Bishop, and had known him since their student days. When he quoted Shakespeare he was really searching through the lumber rooms of memory for a story, and there were few who had a better store of anecdotes than the Right Reverend Richard Chauncey, missionary, soldier, preacher, and ecclesiastical executive, worldly man of God and Godly man of the world. He’d looked forward to Dick’s coming down for confirmation, and had made a point of asking Kitteringson in to dinner. Kitteringson was all right, of course; good, earnest worker, a good preacher, and a good churchman, but a trifle too—how should he put it?—too dogmatic. If you couldn’t find it in the writings of the Fathers of the Church or the Thirty-nine Articles he was against a proposition, whatever it might be. A session with the Bishop would be good for him.

‘Good stuff in the lad,’ thought Dr Bentley as he studied his junior covertly. A rather strong, intelligent face he had, but marked by ascetism, the face of one who might be either an unyielding martyr or a merciless inquisitor. Now he was leaning forward almost eagerly, and the firelight did things to his earnest face—made it look like one of those old mediaeval monks in the old masters’ paintings.

‘I’ve been wondering all day, sir,’ he told Bishop Chauncey, ‘what you meant when you told the confirmation class they should use common sense about religious prejudices. Surely, there may be no compromise with evil——’

‘I shouldn’t care to lay that down as a precept,’ the Bishop answered with a low chuckle. ‘We’re told the devil can quote Scripture for his purposes; why shouldn’t Christians make use of the powers of darkness in a proper case?’

Young Dr Kitteringson was aghast. ‘Make use of Satan?’ he faltered. ‘Have dealings with the arch-fiend——’

‘Precisely, son. Shakespeare might have been more truthful than poetical when he declared the Prince of Darkness is a gentleman.’

‘I can’t conceive of such a thing!’ the younger man retorted. ‘All our experiences tell us——’

‘All?’ cut in Bishop Chauncey softly, and the young rector fell hesitant before the level irony of his gaze. ‘How old are you, son?’

‘Thirty-two, sir, but I’ve read the writings of the Fathers of the Early Church, and one and all they tell us that to compromise with evil is a sin against——’ He stopped, a little abashed at the look of tolerant amusement on his senior’s face, then: ‘Can you name even one case when compromise with evil didn’t end disastrously for all concerned, sir?’ he challenged.

‘Yes, I think I can.’ The Bishop passed the brandy sniffer back and forth beneath his nostrils, inhaled the bouquet of the old cognac appreciatively, then took a delicate, approving sip. ‘I think I can, son. Like you, I have to call upon my reading to sustain me, but unlike you I can’t claim ecclesiastical authority for my writers. One of them, indeed, was an ancestor of mine, a great-grandfather several times removed.’

The gloom that waited just beyond the moving edge of firelight seemed flowing forward, like a slowly rising, stagnant tide, and a blazing ember falling to the layer of sand beneath the burning logs sent a sudden shaft of light across the intervening shade, casting a quick shadow of the Bishop on the farther wall. An odd shadow it was, not like the rubicund, gray-haired churchman, but queerly elongated and distorted, so that it appeared to be the shade of a lean man with gaunt and predatory features, muffled in a cloak and leaning forward at the shoulders, like one intent—almost in the act of pouncing.

 

Kundre Maltby (said the Bishop, drawing thoughtfully at his cigar so its recurrent glow etched his face in alternate red highlight and black shadow) was a confessed witch, and witches, as you know, are those who have made solemn compact with the Evil One.

She was a Swedish girl—at least she claimed that she was Swedish—whom Captain Pelatiah Maltby had found somewhere in his travels, married, and brought back to Danby. Who she really was nobody knew.

Captain Maltby’s ship, the Bountiful Adventure, came on her Easter Monday morning, clinging to a hatch-grating some twenty miles or so off the Madeira coast. He’d cleared from Funchal the night before, swearing that he’d never make the port again, for the Portuguese had celebrated Easter with an auto da fé at which a hundred condemned witches had been burned, and the sight of the poor wretches’ sufferings sickened him. When he asked the castaway her name she told him it was Kundre, and said her ship had been the Blenkinge of Stockholm, wrecked three days before.

Maltby marveled at this information, for he had been in the Madeiras for a whole week, and there had been no storm, not even a light squall. But there the girl was, lashed to the floating hatch-top, virtually nude and all but dead with thirst and starvation. Moreover, she had very winning ways and more than a fair share of beauty, so Captain Maltby asked no further questions, but put in at New York and married her before he brought the Bountiful Adventure up the coast to Danby. 

Their life together seems to have been ideal, possibly idyllic. He was a raw-boned, tough-thewed son of New England, hard as flint outside and practical as the multiplication tables within. But it was from such ancestry that Whittier and Holmes and Bryant and Longfellow sprang, and probably beneath his workaday exterior Pelatiah Maltby had a poet’s soul. They had twin children, a boy and a girl. At Pelatiah’s insistence the girl was named for her mother, but Kundre chose the name of Micah for the boy, for in the whole Scripture she liked best that Prophet’s question, ‘What doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?’

She took to transplantation like a hardy flower, and grew and flourished on New England soil. From all accounts she must have been a beauty in a heavy Nordic way, a true woman of the sea. Full six feet tall she was, and strong as any man, yet with all the gracious curves of womanhood. Her hair, they say, was golden. Not merely yellow, but that metallic shade of gold which, catching glints of outside light, seems to hold a light of its own. And her skin was white as sea-foam, and her eyes the bright blue-green of the ice of the fjords, and her lips were red as sunset on the ocean when a storm has blown itself away.

Prosperity came with her, too. The winds were always favorable to Captain Maltby’s ship. He made the longest voyages in the shortest time. When other ships were set upon by tempests and battered till they were mere hulks he came safely through the raving storms or missed them altogether, and his enterprises always prospered. Foreign traders sold him goods at laughably low prices, or bought the cargoes that he brought at prices that astonished him.

He brought back treasures from the far corners of the earth, silks from Cathay and Nippon, carved coral from the South Sea Isles, pearls from Java, diamonds from Africa, a comb of solid beaten gold from India—and the golden comb seemed pallid when she drew it through the golden spate of her loosed golden hair.

The neighbors were first amazed, then wondering, finally suspicious. Experience had taught them Providence dealt even-handedly with men and balanced its smiles with its frowns. Yet Pelatiah Maltby always won. He never had to drain a cup of vinegar to compensate him for the many heady cups of the wine of success he quaffed.

It was Captain Joel Newton who brought matters to a head. He and Captain Maltby had been rivals many years. His pew was just across the aisle from Maltby’s in the meeting house, his wife sat where she could not help but see the worldly gew-gaws Maltby lavished on Kundre, and Abigail Newton’s tongue had an edge like that of a new-filed adze, and her jealousy the bitter bite of acid. Joel Newton heard himself compared to Pelatiah Maltby, with small advantage, every Lord’s Day after service, and, driven by the lash of a shrew’s tongue, he determined to find the key to Maltby’s constant success, and set himself deliberately to trail the Bountiful Adventure from one port to another.

Not that it helped him. The Bountiful Adventure outsailed him every trip, and when he came into a foreign berth he found that Maltby had been there before him, secured what trade there was, and sailed away.

They came face to face at last at Tamatave in Madagascar. Maltby had traded rum and salted fish and tobacco for a holdful of rich native silver, and the local traders had no thought of laying in new stocks for months. Newton’s ship was loaded to capacity with just the wares that Maltby had disposed of so profitably, there was no market for his cargo, his food was running low, and ruin stared him in the face.

Both had taken more of the French wines the inn purveyed than was their custom. Maltby was flushed with success, Newton bitter with the mordancy of disappointment. ‘Had I a witch-woman for wife I’d always fare well, too,’ he told his rival.

‘How quotha?’ Maltby asked. ‘What meanest, knave? My Kundre is the fairest, sweetest bloom——’

‘As ever sank its taproots deep in hell,’ his rival finished for him. ‘Oh, don’t ’ee think to fool us, Neighbor Maltby! We know what ’tis that always sends the fair winds at thy tail when others lie becalmed. We know what ’tis that makes the heathen take thy wares at such great prices, and pay thee ten times what thou’d hoped to get. Aye, and we know whence comes thy witch-mate, too—how the Papishers had burned a drove of warlocks in the Madeiras the day before ye found her floating in the ocean. She said her vessel had been wrecked three days before, but had there been a storm? Thou knowest well there had not. Did’st offer her free passage back to the islands, and did she take thy offer kindly?’

Now this was a poser, for Pelatiah had offered to set Kundre on shore at Funchal when he rescued her, and she had refused tearfully, and begged him to hold to his course.

‘And why?’ asked Captain Newton as he warmed to his task of denunciation. ‘I’ll tell ’ee why, my fine bucko—because she was a cursed witch who’d slipped between the Papists’ fingers and made use of thee to ferry her to safety. Thinkest thou she loves thee? Faugh! While thou’rt away she wantons it with every man ’twixt Danby and old Salem Town——’

‘Thou liar!’ The scandalous words were like to have been Joel’s last, for Pelatiah drew his hanger and made for him with intent to stab the slander down his throat with cold steel, but Joel was just a thought too quick.

Before his rival reached him he jerked a pistol from his waistband and let fly, striking Captain Maltby fairly in the chest. Afterwards he boasted that it was a silver bullet he had used, since, as everybody knew, witches, warlocks, and were-beasts were impervious to lead, but vulnerable to silver missiles.

However that might be Captain Maltby halted in mid-stride, and his hanger fell with a clatter from his unnerved hand. He hiccoughed once and tried to draw a breath that stopped before he had it in, sagged at the knees, fell on his side, and died. But with that last unfinished breath they say he whispered, ‘Kundre dearest, they have done for me and will for thee if so be that they can. God have thee in His keeping——’

Maltby, of course, was a Protestant, and the only Christian cemetery in the town was Catholic. It was not possible a heretic should lie in consecrated ground, but the missionary priest took counsel with the rabbi of the little Jewish congregation and arranged to buy a grave-site in the Hebrew burying ground.

There was no ordained minister of his faith to do the final service for Maltby, so the priest and rabbi stood beside his grave, and one said Christian prayers in Latin, and the other Jewish prayers in Hebrew, while the grim-faced sailors from New England stood by and marveled at this show of charity in those they had been taught to hate, and responded with tear-choked ‘A-mens’ when prayers were done and time had come to heap the earth upon the body sewn in sailcloth in lieu of a coffin.

 

It was a Wednesday in mid-April when the killing took place, and Kundre, so the story goes, was sitting beside the brooklet that ran through her back-lot. The weather was unseasonably warm, and her children waded in the stream and searched for buds of ground-rose while she sunned and bleached the hair that was her greatest pride—or vanity, according to the neighbors’ wives. Suddenly she raised her head like one who listens to a hail from far away, shook back her clouding hair, and cupped one hand to her ear to sit there statue-still for a long moment. Then, with a cry that seemed to be the echo of her riven heart-strings’ breaking, she called out, ‘Pelatiah! Oh beloved!’ and fell forward on her face beside the brooklet, lying with her arms outstretched before her like a diver’s when he strikes the water, while her great, heroically-formed body twitched and jerked, and little, dreadful moans came bubbling from her lips, like blood that wells and bubbles from a mortal wound.

Presently she rose and dried her eyes and went into the house where she laid away her gown of crisp blue linen and put on widow’s weeds before she sought Ezekiel Martin the stone-mason and ordered him to cut and set a gravestone in the village churchyard. You could see that tombstone now if you should go to Danby burying ground. It reads:

Sacred to the memory of

PELATIAH MALTBY

Christian man and seacaptain

Most foully done to death by jealousie

at Tamatave in Madagascie
 

Now, you’ll allow it would be cause for comment, even in these days when extra-sensory perceptions are taken as more or less established facts, for a woman to become aware of her husband’s death halfway round the world from her at the very moment of its happening. The circumstances caused comment in mid-seventeenth century New England, too, but not at all of the same kind. Everybody dreaded sorcery and witchcraft then, and in every unexplained occurrence men saw Satan’s ungloved hand. So when Kundre went forth in her mourning clothes, sorrowing dry-eyed at the empty grave where she had placed the tombstone, neighbors looked at her from beneath lowered lids, and when she went to divine service at the meeting house the tithing man went past her hurriedly, and hardly paused to hold the alms basin before her, though he knew it would be heavier by a gold piece minted with the symbol of King Charles’ majesty when he withdrew it.

In August came the Bountiful Adventure with her ensign flying at half-mast, and Captain Maltby’s death was confirmed by the sorrowing seamen.

But what became of Captain Joel Newton and his ship the Crystal Wave nobody ever knew. He had set sail from Tamatave the same day he shot Maltby, for everyone agreed he had provoked the quarrel, and the commandant of the garrison threatened his arrest unless he drew his anchor from the harbor-mud at once. The rest was silence. Neither stick nor spar nor broken bit of wreckage ever washed ashore to show the Crytal Wave’s fate, or that of Captain Joel Newton and the twenty seamen of his crew.

Voyages of a year or even two years were the rule those days, and it was not until King Charles had been beheaded and the Lord Protectory proclaimed that Abigail Newton descended from her ‘widow’s watch’ that topped her square-roofed house beside the harbor and changed her home-spun gown of blue for one of black linsey woolsey, then sent for Zeke Martin the mason to cut and set a stone in Danby churchyard.

The twenty widows of the Crystal Wave’s crew also went in mourning, and bewailed their joint and several losses piteously. When they passed Kundre in the street they looked away, but when she’d gotten safely past they spit upon the ground and muttered ‘witch!’ and ‘devil’s-hag!’

Kundre was a Swedish woman, and though the good folk of Danby had small use for King James’ politics and even less for his religion, they were with him to a man in his views on witchcraft. Moreover, they recalled how Scandinavian witches had raised storms and tempests to prevent the Princess Anne from reaching Scotland where her marriage to King James was to be solemnized, and some of the more learned in the village knew the legends of Sangreal and remembered that the temptress who all but kept the Holy Grail from Parsifal was named Kundry. There seemed little difference between her name and Kundre’s. Kundry of the legend was a witch damned past redemption, might not Kundre—the strange outland woman who knew of her husband’s death four months before the news came home—also be a potent witch?

It seemed entirely possible and even probable, and when the widowed Abigail met widowed Kundre in the village street and taxed her with destroying both the Crystal Wave’s master and crew by witchcraft something happened to confirm the worst suspicions.

‘Thou art a wicked, devil-vowed, and wanton witch!’ said Abigail in hearing of at least three neighbor women. ‘By thy vile arts thou raised a monstrous storm and sank the Crystal Wave and all her people in the ocean.’

Kundre looked at her, and in her ice-blue eyes there seemed to kindle a slow light like that which the aurora borealis makes on winter nights. ‘Thy tongue is dipped in venom like a serpent’s, Goody Newton,’ she replied in the deep voice which was her Nordic heritage. ‘It never wags except to hurt thy neighbors, so ’twere best thou never used it hereafter.’

Whether from the look in Kundre’s eyes, or from astonishment that anyone should dare to tell her to keep still, we do not know, but it was amply attested that Abigail for once had no reply to make, and we find in the old town records of Danby that on the evening after this encounter she lost her power of speech completely. More, she lost the use of her tongue, for it swelled until she could not keep it in her mouth, and she could take no nourishment but liquids, and those with the greatest difficulty.

In the light of present-day medical knowledge it would not be too difficult to attribute her misfortune to that rare condition known as macroglossia or hypertrophy of the tongue, which doctors tell us is due to engorgement and dilation of the lymph channels. Most of us who have served in hospitals have seen such cases, where the swollen tongue hangs from the mouth and gives the patient a peculiarly idiotic look. But medicine was far from an exact science in those days, and besides there was the testimony of the women who had seen the curse of silence laid on Abigail. Three hours after sunset Kundre was ‘spoken against’ as a witch and duly lodged in Danby jail.

 

By the common law of England torture was forbidden to force a prisoner to accuse himself, but by the witchcraft statutes of King James certain ‘tests’ which differed from torture neither in degree nor kind were permitted. One of these was known as ‘swimming’, for it was believed a witch’s body was so buoyed up with evil that it could not sink in water.

Accordingly, upon the second day of her confinement Kundre was brought out to be ‘swum’. Stripped to her shift they led her from the jail to the horse-pond which served the village as reservoir and ornamental lake at once, forced her to sit cross-legged on the ground, and tied her right thumb to her left great toe, her right great toe to her left thumb with heavy linen thread which had been waxed for greater strength, and to make it cut more deeply in the tender flesh. Then over her they dropped a linen bed-sheet, tumbled her all helpless as she was upon her side and tied the sheet’s loose ends together, exactly as a modern housewife makes a laundry bundle ready. A rope was fastened to the knotted sheet and willing hands laid hold on it and dragged it out into the water.

Now here we have a choice between the natural and the supernatural. We have all seen the properties of wet cloth to retain the air and resist water. The device known as water wings with which so many children learn to swim is simply a cloth bladder wet before inflation, and as long as outside pressure is evenly applied it will support surprisingly large weights in calm water.

Perhaps it was as natural a phenomenon as this that kept the accused woman afloat on the calm surface of the village horse-pond. Perhaps, again, it was something more sinister. At any rate, the sheeted bundle bobbed and floated on the quiet surface of the pool as easily as if it had been filled with cork, and a great shout went up from the spectators: ‘She swims! She swims; it is the judgment of just Heaven; she is a proven witch!’

Her trial lasted a full day, and people came from miles about to hear the evidence poured on her. Ezekiel Martin the stone-mason told how she came to him and ordered him to cut the tombstone for a man whose limbs were scarcely stiff in death, though none could know that he had died until his ship came a full four months later.

There was no dearth of testimony concerning the fine winds and weather that had been her husband’s portion since he married her, or concerning the storms that had plagued his rivals.

Abigail Newton stood up in court that all might see her swollen tongue, and though she could not speak, she went through an elaborate dumb-show of the way the curse had been laid on her. Less reticent, Fell-from-the-Wrath-to-Come Epsworth, Rebecca Norris, and Susan Clayton told under oath how they had seen and heard Kundre strike Abigail with speechlessness.

A tithe of such evidence would have been enough to hang her, and the jury took but fifteen minutes to deliberate upon their verdict, which, of course, was guilty.

Asked what she had to say in her defense before the court pronounced sentence, she made a seemly curtsey to the judge and answered without hesitation: ‘’Tis true I am a witch as ye have charged me. Long years agone my sire and dam made compact with the Prince of Evil and bound me by their covenant, but never have I used my power to hurt a living creature, brute or human. That I should wish my man to prosper was but natural. Thus far I used my power over wind and tides, but no farther. Whether heaven punished Goodman Newton for the foul murder that he did on my poor man I cannot say. I know naught of the matter, nor did I lift a finger to bring heaven’s retribution on him. “Vengeance is mine, I will repay,” saith the Lord.

‘As for the swollen tongue of yon shrew, belike it is the malice of her black and jealous heart that bloats it. As to that I cannot answer; but hark ye, neighbors, if I had the power to release her I’d not use it. The town is better for her silence, as I wis ye all agree.’

With that she made another curtsey to the judge and stood there silent, waiting for the sentence: ‘Since, therefore, Goodwife Kundre Maltby hath by her own confession admitted she was justly tried and convicted, so let her on account of her bond with the Devil and on account of the witchcraft she hath practiced, be hanged by the neck until she be dead.’

The usual formula in hanging cases was for the court to add, ‘and may God have mercy on thy soul’, but such a sentiment seemed obviously out of place here, and the judge forebore to express it.

They carried out the sentence next day, and a mighty crowd was gathered for the spectacle. The members of the trained band were much put to it to control the rabble when the hangman drove his cart beneath the gallows tree and made the hemp fast to her neck.

She wore her widow’s weeds to execution, and round her neck was clasped a slender chain of some base metal with a flat pendant like a coin hung from it. It was the only ornament she’d had when Pelatiah found her floating on the grating, and she had laid it by when they were married. Now, through a whim, perhaps, she chose to wear it at her death.

They’d let her children visit her in jail the night before, and she had sent the girl back for the bauble. ‘Look well on it, my sweet,’ she told the child when it was clasped about her neck. ‘The time may come when thou’lt have need of it, and if it comes thou shalt not cry for it in vain.’

As the hangman bound her elbows to her sides before he slipped the noose beneath her chin she begged him, ‘Leave the worthless chain in place when thy grim task is done, good Peter Grimes. In my left shoe thou’lt find a golden sovereign hidden to repay thee for thy work. Take it and welcome, but if thou take’st the chain and pendant from me—a witch’s curse shall be on thee.’

Peter Grimes was a poor man, and the clothes a felon stood in when he died were part of his perquisites, but he had no stomach for a witch’s curse, so when he found the gold piece in her shoe as she had promised he took it and was well pleased to leave the worthless chain in place.

She did not die easily, from all accounts. Her splendid body was too powerful, the tide of life ran too strong in her, so she dangled, quivering and writhing in the air a full five minutes, then Peter Grimes, perhaps in charity, perhaps because he wished to have the business over with and go home to his breakfast, seized her by the legs and dragged until the double burden of his weight and hers proved too much for her spinal column, and with a snapping like the cracking of a fire-dried stick her neck broke and her struggles ended.

They raised the stone that she had set above her husband’s empty grave, scooped out a shallow opening beneath it, and dropped her in, coffinless and without proper graveclothes. So, as the neighbors sagely said, she had outreached herself and ordered her own tombstone when by her wicked wizardry she had the tidings of her man’s death at the instant it occurred.

And here again we’re forced to make a choice between the natural and the supernatural. That Kundre should have confessed she was guilty was not particularly important. We know that under heavy mental stress people will accuse themselves of almost any crime. There’s hardly a sensational murder case in which the police don’t have to deal with numerous entirely innocent self-accusers. That part of it is understandable.

What is more difficult to explain is that at the very moment Peter Grimes broke Kundre’s neck the swelling in Abigail Newton’s tongue began to subside, and by noon she had entirely regained the power of speech. Indeed, she regained it so fully that within six months she was twice sentenced to the ducking-stool for public scoldings, and finally was forced to stand before the meeting house on the Sabbath with a muzzle on her face and a paper reading ‘Common Scold’ hung by a string around her neck.

Not the least mystifying thing about the mystery of Kundre Maltby was the way her fortune disappeared. That she and Pelatiah had been rich was common knowledge, but when the assessors went to her house to take her property in custody they could find nothing of substantial value. Not a single gold or silver coin, nor yet a bit of jewelry could they turn up, though they searched the place from cellar to ridgepole and even knocked down several walls in quest of concealed hiding places. So, balked in the attempt to work a forfeiture of her fortune, they sold the house and land at public vendue, put the proceeds in the town treasury, and farmed the children out to be taught useful trades.

Micah was apprenticed at the rope-walk owned by Goodman Richard Belkton, Kundre took her place among the sewing maids of Goodwife Deborah Stiles, and except when they were in school or went, well chaperoned, to divine service at the meeting house, they never saw each other.

Their lot was not a happy one. We all know the sadistic cruelty of the young. The lad who goes to a new school today has a hard time until he’s proved himself to be the equal of the class bully, or till the novelty of hazing him wears off. But Kundre and her brother had to face the taunts and insults of their classmates endlessly. No one wished to sit with them or share a hornbook with them. If, maddened by the spiteful things said of his mother, Micah fought his tormentor and came off winner, his victory was vociferously attributed to witchcraft. If he lost the fight the victor called on all to witness how heaven had helped the right in overcoming evil.

Both were apt pupils, but their readiness in reading, ciphering, and writing caused no commendation from the schoolma’am. She too believed their aptitude infernally inspired and made no secret of it. So successful recitations were rewarded by an acid reference to their mother’s compact with the Evil One. Failure brought a caning.

In all the dreary monotone of life the one highlight for Kundre was Hosea Newton. It may seem strange that the son of her mother’s fiercest persecutor should prove her only friend, but it was no stranger than the contrast between Hosea and his mother. Where she was angular and acid and sharp-tongued he was inclined to plumpness, slow of speech, and even-tempered. When all the little girls drew their skirts back from Kundre as from diabolic pollution, he chose a seat beside her on the form, and shared his primer with her and, to the scandal of the class, often gave her tidbits from the ample luncheon which his mother packed for him each morning. When Charity Wilkins accused Kundre of stealing a new thimble from her he found the missing bauble concealed in Charity’s pocket and pulled her hair until she admitted her fault. Charity’s big brother Benjamin took up the lists for his sister, whereupon Hosea entered combat with enthusiasm and left Benjamin with a bloody nose and greatly chastened tongue.

But this little interlude of friendship had disastrous results. Goodwife Wilkins went to Abigail, who, horrified that her son had espoused the witch-child’s cause, took him forthwith to Reverend Silas Middleton, who quoted Scriptural texts to him—‘Evil communications corrupt good manners’—exhorted him, prayed over him, and finally caned him soundly.

After that Hosea had to content himself with smiling at Kundre over his primer. All speech between them was forbidden, and though the Reverend Middleton’s precepts had made but small impression on Hosea, he had a vivid memory of the thrashing that accompanied them.

 

The quiet of the lazy years flowed over Danby like a placid river. In the harbor the tall ships shook out their wings and sped to the far corners of the earth and presently came back again with holds filled with strange merchandise. Or perhaps they did not come back, and the women put on mourning clothes and there were new stones in the churchyard, with empty graves beneath them. King Philip’s War was fought and won and the settlers needed to fear Indian raids no longer. But in the main life just went on and on. Its groove was deepened, but the course and pattern never changed.

Hosea Newton went away to Harvard College where he was to be trained for the ministry, Micah worked at the rope-walk, harboring black resentment in his heart, but not daring to give tongue to it; Kundre toiled in Goody Stiles’ workroom from sunrise to sunset. She proved a clever needle-woman and her work was eagerly bought up, but she had no credit for it. Goodwife Stiles displayed the dresses proudly, and accepted compliments with modest grace, but she never told whose agile fingers fashioned them. In this she showed sound business sense, for many of her customers would have hesitated to wear garments made by a witch-child. And then——

One evening in late summer Kundre lay in Goodman Stiles’ oat field. She had worked hard all day, her eyes and muscles ached, and she was so tired that she could have cried with it, but now she had a little respite. The earth felt warm and comforting to her cramped muscles, she seemed to draw vitality from it while a little breeze played through the bearded grain, making it rustle softly, like a bride’s dress.

A bride’s dress! Kundre thought. Other maids went to the meeting house or stood up in their own homes in stiff, rustling taffety while the parson joined them to the men of their choice. Was she forever doomed to tread the earth in loneliness, to find no lover, no friend, even, in the whole world? It seemed a hard fate for a maid as well-favored as she.

Kundre knew that she had beauty. Unlike her mother, she was little; little and slender with gray eyes and a soft-lipped, rather sad smile. Her hair, despite the severe braids in which she wore it, was positively thrilling in its beauty. Paler than her mother’s, it had the sweet amber-gold of melted honey in dark lights and the vivid sheen of burnished silver when the sunshine fell on it. There was a sort of aristocratic fragility hinted at by her arched, slender neck and delicately-cut profile, her hands were so slight that she wore child’s mittens in cold weather, and the cast-off shoon of neighbors’ half-grown daughters were too large for her, even when she wore the thickest woolen stockings.

But now she had kicked off the rough brogans and stripped the heavy cotton stockings off and drew her naked, gleaming feet up under her as she half sat, half lay upon the warm and friendly earth. She rested her elbow upon a bent knee, outlining her chin with her fingers as she looked toward the blue, distant hills. How would it seem, she wondered, to have someone look at her in friendship, speak a kindly word to her, perhaps—her pulses quickened at the daring thought—tell her she was beautiful?

A footstep sounded at the margin of the field and she crouched like a little partridge when it hears the hunter coming. If she were very still perhaps whoever came would pass her by unseeing. She had no wish to be seen. Since early childhood she had never known a friendly look or word, except——

The footsteps came still nearer, swishing through the nodding grain, and now she heard a man’s voice humming softly:

Wish and fulfilment can severed be ne’er,


Nor the thing prayed for come short of the prayer——

 

‘I crave thy pardon, mistress!’ Unaware of Kundre crouching in her covert he had almost trodden on her. A flush suffused his face as he stepped backward hurriedly and almost lost his balance in the process.

‘I had no business trespassing on Neighbor Stiles’ land—why, Kundre, lass, is’t truly thou? How lovely thou art grown!’ he broke off in surprised delight and to her utter, blank amazement, dropped down to the ground beside her. ‘It must be full three years since I have seen thee,’ he added.

Kundre looked at him in wonder. At first it had been but a man she saw, and men, almost as much as women, were her natural enemies, for she had led an odd and hunted life, and like an animal knew the world of men and women only through the blows it dealt her. But as she looked into the smiling friendly face she felt the blood flow into her cheeks and bring sudden warmth to her brow, for it was Hosea Newton sitting by her in the oat field, Hosea Newton’s voice, all rich with friendly laughter, asked how she did, and—her heart beat so that she could hardly breathe—Hosea Newton had just said that she was lovely.

The years had been kind to him. Strongly made, wide-shouldered, he was still not burly, only big; and his face was undeniably handsome. He had a short upper lip and a square jaw with a dimple in it, blue eyes set wide apart beneath dark, curving brows, and lightly curling hair that fitted his well-formed head like a cap.

‘Art glad to see me?’ he asked frankly, and Kundre sat in thoughtful silence for a while before she answered softly:

‘I am not sure, Hosea. In all the world thou art the only person who has spoken kindly to me since my mother—died—but once, I recollect, thou suffered for thy kindness to me. Now——’

‘Now,’ he mimicked laughing, ‘I’ll dare the parson or the elders to admonish me. I am my own man, Kundre, and think what thoughts I choose, say what I will, and go with whom I please.

‘Aye,’ he added as she answered nothing, ‘I’ve thought a deal about things, Kundre, and what I think might not make pleasant hearing for the parson and the elders, or my mother, either. I’ve seen the Quakers whipped and hanged and branded for their faith’s sake, seen helpless, innocent old women go tottering to the gallows tree for witchcraft they never worked, and could not work, and seen the men who call themselves God’s ministers work lustily in Satan’s vineyard.’

‘Thou thinkest, then—’ she asked him with a quaver in her voice ‘—it may be possible my mother was no witch——’

‘No more a witch than any other,’ he replied. ‘Though I speak of the flesh that bore me, I say that those who swore her life away are tainted with the blood of innocence—why, Kundre, lass, what aileth thee?’

The girl had flung her arms about him and was sobbing out her heart against his shoulder. For almost twenty years she’d led a pariah’s life, hounded, scorned, and persecuted, and the memory of her mother had been rubbed into her breaking heart like salt in a raw wound. Now here at last was one who had a kind word for her mother, who dared suggest she had not merited a felon’s shameful death.

What happened then was like a chemical reaction in its spontaneity. It may have been that pity which is said to be akin to love inspired him to put his arms about her as she sobbed against his shoulder, but in the fraction of a heart-beat there was no questioning the emotion that possessed him. From him to her, and from her to him, there seemed to flow a mystic fluid—a sort of intangible soul-substance—that met and mingled like the waters of two rivers at their confluence and merged them into each other until they were not twain, but one.

It was an odd idyl, this romance of a man whose childhood had been spent in the house with a bawling woman and this woman whose whole life had been warped by hatred and suspicion. To say that they loved at first sight would not be accurate. Each had carried the image of the other in his heart since childhood, in each the thought of the other had been present constantly, not consciously, any more than they were conscious of the hearts that beat beneath their breasts, but always there, the greatest, most important, most vital thing in either of their lives. Now they were aware of it with blinding, dazzling suddenness. The glory of it almost stunned them.

Every evening when her work for Goody Stiles was done Kundre hurried to the oat field, and always he was there to greet her and come hurrying with uplifted hands to take her in his arms.

Judged by modern free-and-easy standards they were inhibited in their love-making. They hardly kissed at all, and when they did it was a chaste embrace which brother and sister might have exchanged. But she would put her hand in his and turn it till her soft palm rested on his and her little fingers made a soft and gentle pattern of his own, then rest her head against his shoulder, till her gleaming hair was on his cheek, its perfume fresh and sweet as that of the green growing things about them.

I said theirs was an odd love. So it was. A love compounded partly of loneliness, partly of heart-hunger, partly of true, honest friendship; not without its moments of passion, but entirely without the savage, selfish hunger of passion; not lacking ecstasy, but with the ecstasy of love fulfilled, not satiated.

They did not talk much. There was small need of words, for that mysterious warm current, strong as a rising ocean tide, flowed constantly between them, fusing their two selves in one. And when they came to say good night the sweet pain of their parting was itself a compensation for the day-long separation facing them.

Then came catastrophe, as dreadful and as unexpected as a thunder-bolt hurled from a cloudless sky. Her brother Micah ran away from his master. It was either flight or murder, for despite the expert way in which he did his work old Goodman Belkton found fault with him constantly, and his fellow ’prentices, not slow to take their cue from the master, taunted him with his mother’s conviction and intimated that he used her devilish arts to make his handiwork the best the ’walk turned out.

Runaway apprentices were fair game for anyone, and Goodman Belkton offered a reward of two pounds for the stray’s return, so when four sturdy louts saw Micah on the dock at Salem Town, about to sign before the mast for a voyage to the Indies, they set on him and bound him with a length of rope and dragged him back to Danby.

But while they were still in the Danby suburbs they had been set upon by a ferocious heifer that gored one of them sorely, knocked down another, and put them all so utterly to flight that their prisoner escaped and joined his ship at Salem before she sailed with the tide. They brought their wounded comrade into Danby, where, over sundry mugs of potent rum-and-water, they had a wondrous story to relate.

The cow that set on them had been no ordinary cow, it seemed, but a demon beast whose nostrils breathed forth fiery flames, and which announced in human words, ‘I’ll soon set thee free from this scum, my brother!’

This all happened in the early evening, but not before it was too dark for them to see the demon beast go tearing off across a meadow when its fell work had been done and suddenly sit down upon the sod like a woman, straddle a long fence-rail like a witch that mounts a broom, and fly shrieking off across the sky toward Goodman Stiles’ oat field.

And where had Kundre been while this was happening? Her mistress asked her point-blank, and point-blank she refused to answer. And there the matter might have rested, perhaps, if Jonathan Sawyer, a laborer on Goodman Williams’ plantation, had not volunteered the information that at nine o’clock the night before he’d seen her hurrying from Stiles’ oat field and heard her singing something not to be found in the hymn book.

It seemed hardly necessary for the constable to call a posse comitatus of trained bandsmen to arrest her, or to summon Parson Middleton to lend them spiritual assistance. But so he did, and with martial clank of sword and pike and musket, and the Parson with his Book beneath his arm, they went to Goodwife Stiles’ house and formally took Kundre into custody, bound her wrists together with the constable’s spare bridle, put a horse’s leading-strap about her neck, and marched her through the streets to Danby jail, where they lodged her with a double guard before the door.

 

Hosea Newton roused from a deep, dream-tormented sleep, completely conscious, every faculty alert. His room was buried in a darkness blinding as a black cloak, for the moon had set long since, and a cloud-veil obscured the stars. Some instinct, some sentinel of the spirit that stands watch while we are sleeping, told him he was not alone, but he could see or hear nothing.

All day he’d raged through Danby Town like a madman, calling on the parson and the constable and even the high magistrate to intercede for Kundre. She was no witch, he vowed, but a sweet, pure maid who held his heart in the cupped palms of her two little hands. The ruffians who had told the story of the demon heifer were a lot of drunken, craven liars, seeking to excuse their prisoner’s escape with this wild tale. He’d prove it; he would range the countryside until he’d found the cow that bested them and lead her singlehanded to the pound for all to see she was a natural beast.

The parson and the constable and magistrate were sympathetic listeners, but one and all refused to help him in his trouble. The woman was a witch, the vowed and dedicated votary of Satan—like mother, like daughter. Could any natural cow put four strong men to flight, and they all armed with stout cudgels? And, most especially, could a natural beast bestride a fence-rail and sail through the sky on it? ‘Poor boy, thou are bewitched by this vile whelp from Satan’s kennels,’ they told him.

‘But fear not, poor, befuddled lad, tomorrow we shall prove that thy infatuation is the devil’s work, for on the town common at sunrise we shall prick the witchling with long pins until we find the devil’s mark, and thou shalt see she is in very truth a servant of the Prince of Darkness.’

He’d tried to see her in the jail, but the trained bandsmen turned him back. No one must see the witch until she had passed through the ordeal, even the turnkey was forbidden to go near her or to look into her cell. How should she eat and wherewith should she quench her thirst? Let Beelzebub her master see to that. They were Christian men and had no traffic with the servants of Satan.

Finally, worn out in body and in spirit, he had come home, refused his supper—could he take food while Kundre starved?—and thrown himself upon his bed, full-dressed, to fall into a sleep of utter exhaustion.

Desperate men make desperate plans, and Hosea was desperate. It did not matter to him whether she were good or bad or innocent or guilty. He loved her and would not desert her. If the court found her guilty—and accusation was equivalent to conviction—he would denounce himself as a wizard, and hang with her upon the gallows tree. She would not go to that dark land beyond the grave alone.

What was it? Something stirred in the soft darkness of the room; a shadow moving in the shadows, a rat that came to forage in the dark?

He knew that it was none of these, for in the gloom that blotted out the outlines of the furniture he saw a gleam of light, or rather lightness, like a cloud of faintly luminous vapor swirling from an unseen boiling kettle.

Slowly it spread, wafting upward, and now he saw the outlines of a figure in it, and the blood churned in his ears, his throat grew tight, and at the pit of his stomach he seemed to feel a burning and a freezing, all at once.

‘Who—what art thou?’ he croaked, hoarsely, and the sound of his own frightened voice was terrifying in the haunted darkness.

No answer came to his challenge, but the figure looming faintly in the mist-cloud seemed taking on a kind of substance. Now he could see it quite clearly, and the terror which engulfed him seemed to be any icy flood that paralyzed his heart and brain and muscles.

Yet notwithstanding his terror he felt a kind of admiration for the phantom. It was a woman, tall as a tall man, yet with a calm and regal beauty wholly feminine. Across the low white brow a spate of gold-hued hair fell flowing to her knees, and from the perfect contour of her face great eyes of zenith-blue looked at him under brows of startling blackness. She was dressed in widow’s weeds; a chain and pendant of some dull, lack-luster metal hung about her throat.

He knew her! He had been a little lad scarce eight years old when Goodman Stiles had raised him to his shoulder that he might see the hangman Peter Grimes work the court’s sentence on Kundre Maltby, the witch-woman. With a sudden pang of recollection he recalled how he had thought it a great pity that so much beauty should be vowed to Satan and hanged upon the gallows tree and entombed in the earth.

‘What—’ by supreme effort he forced speech between palsied lips ‘—what wouldst thou with me, Kundre Maltby?’

‘Wilt take my help, Hosea Newton?’ asked the specter, and her voice was cold and desolate as December storm-wind blowing over pine-capped hills.

Hosea hesitated in his answer, and well he might. The wraith, if wraith it were, was that of a condemned witch-woman, hanged for sorcery, and, presumably, made fast in hell. He might have been in advance of his time, but he was part and parcel of his generation, and since Deuteronomy was penned men had regarded witches as disciples of the Evil One. To traffic with them was forbidden under pain of death and loss of soul. This was a witch’s ghost, as dreadful as the witch herself, perhaps more dreadful, since she had burned in hell for twenty years, and he must make the choice of taking aid from her or bidding her begone. There was no middle course; he must hold true to all the teachings that had been instilled in him since infancy and bid her avaunt, or make compromise with Evil incarnate and put his soul in dreadful jeopardy—to what end? Did not the writings of the Fathers teach that Satan is the arch-deceiver? Would he keep the compact offered by this messenger from hell?

Then came the thought of Kundre, little Kundre, starved and thirsting, languishing in prison till the morrow, when they’d strip her to her shift in sight of all the town and pierce her tender flesh with long, cruel pins—a thousand thousand years of burning hell would be a bargain-price to pay for her deliverance.

‘Say on, O spirit of my Kundre’s mother,’ he commanded. ‘I’ll take the help thou offerest me, and pay the price thou asketh.’

The phantom raised one white, almost transparent hand and loosed the medal from its neck. ‘Take this,’ it bade, and it seemed that its ghostly voice was stronger, warmer. ‘Hie with it to the jail house and cut away the bars that pen her in. Then fly across the border southward—my time is sped, I must e’en go!’

The voice stopped suddenly, as though a hand had been laid on the specter’s throat, and like an April snowflake melting in the rising sun of spring, the faintly-shining vision merged back in the darkness.

He could not say if it had been a vivid dream or if a visitant had come to him, but presently he rose and struck a flint-spark in his tinderbox and lit a tallow dip. There on the floor beside his bed lay a medallion of dull metal, not lead nor iron, but apparently a mixture of the two, fixed to a length of slender chain of the same sheenless substance. Curiously, he noted that his hands were soiled with fresh earth and his fingernails broken, as though he had been burrowing like a woodchuck. Yet he knew he had not left his chamber since he flung himself upon the bed and fell asleep.

Or had he? We may wonder. Might he not have been the victim of somnambulism, and risen to go scraping at the earth that covered Kundre Maltby’s body in the churchyard, then, still asleep, come back with the mysterious medal? The thought did not occur to him, but in the light of modern psychological experiments we may entertain it.

At any rate he recognized the medallion and took it in his hand. It was quite plain on one side and engraved with characters he could not read upon the other. Its edge was rounded like that of a milled coin, and though it was no larger than a penny it weighed as much as a gold sovereign.

What was it that the ghost had ordered him to do? ‘Hie with it to the jail house and cut away the bars that pen her in.’

With this dull piece of soft metal? He was about to fling the medal from him in disgust when the echo of the ghostly voice seemed coming to him through the candlelight-stained darkness. ‘Hurry, hurry, lover of the falsely-accused, or it will be too late!’

He knew what cell they’d lodged her in, the same in which her mother languished twenty years ago. It was on the ground floor of the prison, and by standing on his tiptoes he could look through the barred window.

If they caught him skulking round the jail house—— What matter? He was resolved to die with her, why not share prison with her ere they hanged him?

 

Danby jail loomed dimly, a darker darkness in the starless night, as Hosea approached it, treading noiselessly in stockinged feet. ‘Kundre,’ he whispered softly as he tapped upon the stone sill of her cell window. ‘Can’st hear me, dearest love?’

‘Is’t thou, my very dearest?’ the girl’s reply came to him through the formless darkness. ‘Oh, Hosea——’ He heard her sobs, the small, sad sounds of utter misery, as her voice broke.

‘Aye, heart o’ mine, ’tis I, and I have come to tell thee that thou shalt not go alone—come closer, love, stretch out thy hands to me——’

‘I cannot, dearest one; they’ve chained me to the wall as if I were a rabid cur——’

Hosea clenched his teeth in fury and, unthinking, drove his hand against the prison bars. It was the hand in which he clasped the witch’s medal, and as it struck the bar he drew back with a startled exclamation. The heavy, hand-forged iron had melted from contact with the medal as if it had been tallow touched by flame.

In a moment he was sawing at the window-bars with the mysterious coin, cutting them away as if they had been cheese. Silently he laid them on the turf outside the prison window, then, when he had an opening large enough to crawl through, let himself inside the cell and felt his way toward her.

They wasted no time in reunion or premature rejoicings. With her hand on his to guide it he pressed the witch’s coin against the iron collar locked around her neck, and laid the fetter on the straw-strewn cell floor carefully, lest its clanking rouse the guard who waited in the corridor outside. Then, step by cautious step, he led her to the window.

Hand in hand they crept along the shadowed street until they reached the stable where his mother’s horses stamped before their mangers. In a moment he had saddled the best beast and led it out, swung her to the saddle-bow before him, and set out toward the southern boundary of the town. They dared not trot or gallop lest the pounding of the horse’s hoofs arouse the neighbors, but presently they reached the churchyard, and he drove his heels into the stallion’s flanks.

‘Wait, wait, my dear,’ she begged him as they passed the white-spired meeting house, ‘I would say farewell to my mother ere we shake the dust of Danby from our shoon forever.’

‘Aye,’ he conceded, lowering her to the ground. ‘That is but fitting, sweetling. We are indebted to thy mother for thy liberty tonight.’

Together they walked to the grave, and while the girl knelt on the moss that rimmed the stone he looked down at her pensively. He wondered why his conscience did not trouble him. Tonight he had accepted diabolic aid, made compromise with Evil. Even now he had the witch-wife’s medal in his pocket—he drew the flat metallic disc out to look at it. Should he take it with him, or return it to the grave? he wondered, then wondered more at what was happening. The coin seemed straining at his fingers, as if a thin, invisible thread were pulling it, or it had volition of its own and sought release from his grasp.

But, strangely, the pull was all in one direction, toward the foot of Kundre Maltby’s grave.

Wonderingly, he stepped in the direction of the tug, and noticed that it increased sharply, then seemed to bear straight down toward the earth.

He dropped upon his knees. The coin seemed guiding his hand toward the tombstone and, still marveling, he reached in the direction that it indicated. His fingers touched the long grass growing by the stone and found an opening like a woodchuck’s burrow. Inside was something stiff and hard, yet slightly pliable, like old, oiled leather.

He grasped the object, tugged at it, and brought it out. It was a leather sack, well smeared with tallow, stiff with age and long entombment in the earth, but wholly intact. A wax seal held the cord that bound its mouth, but this crumbled as he touched it. Inside were several smaller sacks, some of soft buckskin, some of coarse linen, and in them were bright English sovereigns, round silver Spanish dollars, and gleaming articles of jewelry. The mystery of Kundre Maltby’s lost fortune was solved. She had buried it beneath the stone that marked her husband’s empty grave, and when they went to scoop the hollow to receive her body they had used only the upper portion of the grave.

Hosea chuckled as he realized what had happened. The diggers’ spades had been within a hand’s-width of the treasure, yet none had suspected it.

Witchcraft? Perhaps, but very fortunate witchcraft for him and Kundre. A moment since they had had nothing but the clothes they stood in and the stolen stallion; now they were rich. Their life would not be hard—if they could get away.

The night was tiring rapidly as they rode into the woodland. Long streaks of gray were showing in the eastern sky, small noises came to them, the chirp of crickets and the sleepy murmurs of awakening birds, but on and on they rode, secure in the knowledge that Danby jail had no bloodhounds to pursue them, and their escape could not be known till sunrise, for no one, jailor or turnkey or guard, would dare go near the witch’s cell till full daylight.

 

The Newport Quakers greeted them hospitably, and when they found that they had money offered them letters to the first citizens of Philadelphia.

In two days they took passage on a sloop bound for the Delaware, and, once on the high sea, were married by the master. So Kundre Maltby and Hosea Newton, children of seafaring Danby skippers, plighted troth upon the ocean, with the singing of the wind in the rigging for wedding march and the skirking mewl of sea gulls for a prothalamium.

They were not the first, nor, unhappily, the last to be driven from their homes by ignorance and bigotry masquerading as religion, but in Philadelphia they found such peace and happiness as never could have been theirs in New England. Their house stood on a tall hill overlooking the wide Schuylkill and the prosperous little Quaker city, and there their family multiplied until they had four sons and three daughters.

It was an evening in mid-April, the anniversary of her father’s death at Captain Newton’s hand, if she known it, that Kundre stood with Hosea on the porch of their mansion and watched the lights of Philadelphia quench out against the darkness. Honora, their last-born daughter, had been christened in the afternoon, and now, all vestige of original sin washed from her, was slumbering as peacefully as any cherub in the nursery.

‘Look, heart of mine,’ bade Kundre, ‘all those good folk go to their rest down yonder. They are a kind and gentle people, and I know their dreams are of a better world.’

‘Aye, dearest,’ he slipped an arm round her, ‘a better world, in truth. Not in some dim, misty Promised Land on t’other side of Jordan, but here in this same world we live in. There’ll come a time, my sweet, when men with lofty dreams shall waken at a great tomorrow’s dawn and find their dreams still there, and nothing vanished but the night.’

 

The Bishop brought his story to a close and looked from Dr Bentley to the younger clergyman with a quizzical twinkle in his eye. ‘I shan’t ask you to pass judgment,’ he said. ‘Whether Hosea Newton should have scorned the witch’s offer—or whether he received it, for that matter—are purely academic questions today. I’m pretty sure though,’ he chuckled, ‘that if he had refused it I should not be here this evening.’

‘How’s that, sir?’ asked young Dr Kitteringson.

‘Well, you see, Hosea Newton was my great-grandfather, several times removed, and his wife, the witch’s child, my ancestress. So was the witch, for that matter.’

‘And the witch’s coin?’ asked Dr Kitteringson. ‘Do you know what became of it?’

‘Yes,’ answered Bishop Chauncey. ‘Here it is.’ He thrust two fingers in his waistcoat pocket and produced a little metal disc which might have been silver, but wasn’t, flat and plain on one side, marked with faint traces of old Nordic runes upon the other. ‘I’ve carried it as a lucky piece for years,’ he added. ‘My grandfather carried it all through the Civil War and never had a wound; my father had it with him at San Juan Hill and came off without a scratch. I lugged it through the Argonne and came out safely, but once when I left it on my dressing table in Paris I was run down by a taxicab before I had a chance to cross the street.’

Dr Kitteringson was handling the strange coin gingerly, half curiously, half fearfully. ‘You’ve tested it for magic powers?’ he asked.

‘Good gracious, no, son. I don’t suppose it has any, and—good heavens, look!’

Young Dr Kitteringson had taken up the fire shovel and drawn the coin’s blunt edge across its gleaming brass bowl. Where the medal touched the brass it cut a kerf as easily as if it had been pressed through softened tallow.

‘Great Scott, Bishop—Dick!’ exclaimed Dr Bentley. ‘What do you think of that?’

The Bishop dropped the witch’s coin back in his waistcoat pocket and held his glass out toward his host. His hand was shaking slightly, but his eyes and voice were steady. ‘I think I’d like another drop of brandy; quickly, if you please,’ he answered.








 





 

 

 



There Are Such Things

 

SOME OF THIS I SAW MYSELF, some of it was told me, some of it I reconstructed, adding scrap to scrap, as a paleontologist reconstructs a brontosaur from fossil fragments salvaged from Jurassic silt.

I was serving with the Army of Occupation, attached to the M.P., since I was one of those whose orders read ‘to Coblenz’ instead of ‘to Camp Dix’ when the A.E.F. was broken up. Jerry had taken his defeat philosophically and our principal duty at the time was to prevent fraternization between our men and our late enemies of the feminine gender. Periodically a brasshat came down from Ehrenbreitstein to lecture us on this. ‘G-I and all the folks back home are greatly concerned,’ he’d tell us with the smock-faced smugness of a staff man laying down the law to the line. ‘Think what it would mean to patriotic American mothers if their boys came home with enemy wives——’

‘Listen at the big lug!’ muttered Fontenoy apKern, the battalion adjutant. ‘As if all wives ain’t enemies!’ apKern should have known. He was paying alimony to two wives at home and ardent court to a blonde little English girl with buck teeth and a silly simper who drove a car for British headquarters up at Cologne.

Accordingly, duty rested lightly on us. On our own initiative we interpreted the order against fraternizing to mean we were to keep the boys from too great intimacy with Coblenz maidens noted more for carefree spirits than attention to decorum, and let ’em go as far as they liked with legitimate love-making. Even the brigadier admitted we were wise in this, since keeping billeted soldiers from philandering is about as feasible as King Canute’s attempt to order back the rising tide.

It was the twenty-third of June—Midsummer’s Eve—though the date meant nothing to me then, and I was off duty. With nothing to do for a blessed twenty-four hours I’d rummaged through the old part of the city, looked in at the thirteenth century basilica of Saint Castor, crossed the famous Bridge of Boats, and found myself in open country, my head pleasantly empty of intention, my throat exceedingly receptive to a draught of liebfrauenmilch, or beer, if nothing better offered.

I must have walked four or five miles, for the slate-gray roofs of Coblenz shimmered with an almost silvery luster in the brilliant summer sunlight as I looked down on them, when I came upon the Calvary. Time-mattered and overlaid with moss until the original drab of its granite was hardly perceptible, it stood beside the highway where the remnant of a Roman road, now scarcely more than a cart-track, cut across it, a mute reminder of the old faith in the very heart of Rhenish Prussia. The sculptor, probably some pious friar, had cut life, or, more precisely, death, into the cold stone. The corpus fairly writhed upon the road; tense, straining muscles stood out on the arms and legs and torso, the corded throat seemed overfilled with groans of torment, the brow beneath the plaited crown of thorns was knotted and bedewed with the cold sweat of the death-agony. Curiously, whether because of minute particles of mica in the stone or for some other reason, the slanting sunrays struck a sort of half-dulled brightness from the upright of the cross behind the up-thrown, tortured head, giving the effect of an illusive halo.

Across the plinth supporting the almost life-sized crucifix ran what remained of an inscription—‘ORATE PRO EJS’.

That puzzled me. I knew the Latin of the mediaeval Schoolmen was not like that I had grappled with at Erasmus Hall High School, but . . . Understanding dawned on me at last. J and I were interchangeable in the Middle Ages, Germanic peoples favoring the J, and Latins using I. Whoever chiseled that inscription must have been a German, and chose J. That would make the last word read ‘eis’—them—so the remnant of the legend begged the passer-by to ‘pray for them’.

This too was unusual. Such petitions usually appeared on family monuments, not on wayside Calvaries. Who, I wondered, were ‘they’? But even as I puzzled over the inscription I was vaguely conscious of another anomaly. These mediaeval roadside shrines were placed along the highway, not at crossroads, for at the junction of two roads the witches gathered to mount broomsticks and fly screaming to the sabbat, suicides were buried at such places with stakes driven through their hearts; evil spirits made crossroads their rendezvous. Yet it was certainly a crossroads, and certainly a shrine stood there.

Beyond the hedge of hornbeam, once neatly clipped but now almost as ruinous as the old road sprawling past it, I saw the ivy-mantled relic of a gray-stone tower with what looked like a cottage roof beside it. And with the sight I realized I had walked a long way, that I’d eaten nothing since my early breakfast at the Monopole, and that I was hungry as a pike and thirsty as a sandbank. Perhaps the caretaker would sell me luncheon. Poverty was pressing hard on Fritz those days and a little American money would seem like a fortune to the average peasant.

 

‘And now, if the Herr Leutnant has completed his repast, he would like to see the ruins, nicht wahr?’

The ‘Herr Leutnant’ had finished his repast, and very good he’d found it. Boiled fowl with dumpling, potatoes fried with just sufficient onion to make them perfect, great slabs of rich black bread with fresh sweet butter, and an apfelstrudel worthy of a king. Apfelstrudel you must know is cake made from dough that has been stretched and beaten to a paper-thinness, then rolled around a core of spiced sliced apple, and is the only thing in the world that outranks a New England apple pie. There had been no wine—worse luck—but the bier was all that could have been desired.

The ruins weren’t very interesting. The outer walls had fallen long ago, taking five of the six watchtowers with them, and the keep was just a square stone building with small windows and no roof. The moat was overgrown with water-hyacinth, and the terraced flower beds were choked with weeds. Still, the old fellow had seemed so anxious to show me the place—his dankerschöns were almost overwhelming when I handed him a dollar—that I thought I might as well humor him. We’d made the round, and were back where we started when, ‘What’s that little building over there?’ I asked, pointing to an unroofed structure just outside the rim of the old ruined wall.

Something furtive came into my guide’s china-blue eyes. He licked his lips and looked away, his mouth moved once or twice, but no words came from it. Finally: ‘Na, na, it’s nothing, Herr Leutnant, just the chapel of the Hohenneitschütz. There is nothing there to interest you——’

‘No?’ I broke in. ‘Let’s have a look at it.’ The man, for all his affability, was after all an enemy and I was an alien soldier in conquered territory, and a military policeman in the bargain. If there was something he particularly did not want me to see—and quite obviously he did not want me to inspect the chapel—it was my duty to investigate. For the first time since I’d left Coblenz I was thankful that I’d worn my belt and gun.

‘Take me to that chapel and no monkey business,’ I commanded sharply, snapping back the flap of my holster. ‘Go on, get going; shake it up!’

‘Jawohl!’ he answered scarcely audible, shrugging his stooped shoulders as he led the way across the weed-grown flower gardens. There was no need to draw my pistol. For generations he and his kind had taken orders unquestioningly from men in uniform. ‘The Herr Leutnant need not vex himself. I will show the chapel to him, but’—I could see a shiver ripple through his fat form as he spoke—‘it holds no interest for the visitor.’

The chapel of the Hohenneitschütz family lay unroofed and open to its God. Grass had grown between the flagstones of the floor, the painted glass had long since disappeared from the stone mullions of the slim high Gothic windows. Carven in the walls were epitaphs in monkish Latin which I didn’t bother trying to translate, each with its wreath of coats of arms about it, for the Hohenneitschütz were related to almost every noble family in the empire.

The sun was slanting toward the horizon and shadows filled the roofless chapel as cool wine might fill a cup. The altar, white stone, much discolored by the elements, took up most of the east wall. Above it was a basalt, lustrous black crucifix, almost man’s-size, at each end were the bronze standards where in ancient days the eucharistic candles burned. I wondered as I looked at those discolored green-bronze candlesticks carved with saints and birds and stiff, unearthly-looking flowers, how long it had been since the scarlet-orange flame had bloomed above them at the tips of white, long, scented tapers, how long since the pungent tang of incense rose before the altar where the tabernacle stood and a tonsured priest had ended service with his ‘Ite, missa est.’

A quick reconnaissance almost convinced me there was no place where a mouse could find an ambush in the chapel or a cache of arms be hidden, yet the man’s apparent frightened, furtive manner and his anxiety to be rid of me struck a warning tocsin in my mind. ‘Who’s this?’ I asked as with elaborate unconcern I walked across the chapel pavement, testing each stone for a hollow ring, and paused beside the tomb that filled the space between the altar and the north wall on the Gospel side. ‘Careful, feller, watch it—keep your eye on him,’ that inward voice was warning as I circled round the tomb. The peasant’s florid round face had gone visibly paler, the fat hand winding in the watch-chain of plaited human hair cabled across his bulging waistcoat had stopped still, he drew his breath in so sharply that it seemed like a sob.

‘Na, na, Herr Leutnant,’ he responded, almost sobbing with anxiety, ‘he was no one—nothing—nobody. Come, let us go if the Herr Leutnant has seen all he wishes——’

‘Shut up!’ I cut him off. ‘I’ll tell you when I’m ready; meantime, keep your distance, or——’ The gun half-drawn from my holster put pungency in the unspoken threat, and while the little fat man fairly writhed with what seemed like acknowledgment to me, I bent closer to inspect the monument.

Unlike the Calvary which had stopped me on the highway this piece of sculpture was entirely ordinary. The figure lying supine on the stone sarcophagus was a young man dressed in light plate armor, of the middle fifteenth century I judged by the graceful flutings and ridges on the cuirass and epaulières. He was unhelmeted, and long hair curled about his ears and underneath his neck. According to the custom of the time his hands were joined above his breast as if in prayer. I glanced down at his steel-shod feet. They should have rested on a dog or lion or some heraldic animal, or possibly upon a cushion, but to my utter surprise I saw that a goose was nestled close against them, squatting complacently, feet tucked up beneath her, neck bent in a graceful curve to let her head rest on one shoulder, quite as if she’d waddled in and found the time and place propitious for depositing an egg. Had this been some young scapegrace fool? I wondered. And had the mediaeval sculptor taken this sly way of telling future generations of the young knight’s follies? ‘Who was he?’ I demanded of the caretaker.

‘Herr Leutnant, I cannot read the inscription,’ he lied shamelessly. ‘My eyes are bad, the light is poor, the Latin letters——’

I was bending forward while he spoke, deciphering the legend on the stone coffin. He might have told the truth, at that, I thought a moment later, for the letters had filled up with lichen till they were barely visible, and round them the stone had discolored till they scarcely showed against it. Still, I could descry a few dark lines of lettering, ‘—Junker Gustavus von Hohenneitschütz und—orate pro ejs—’ There it was again, that ‘Pray ye for them’. First it had appeared upon a wayside Calvary, where it had no business being, now it was on an individual tomb. Not pray for him, but pray for them.

‘Is there more than one body interred here?’ I asked the peasant.

His reaction to the question was astounding. He was a Prussian of the Prussians, round-faced, blue-eyed, fair-skinned. And doubtless a good Lutheran, too. But as I shot the harmless question at him he raised his right hand and crossed himself.

‘Nein, nein, mein Leutnant, he alone is buried there—Gott sei dank!—but he was very wicked, very foolish, very head-strong, and now he bears a dreadful penalty!’ He looked across his shoulder at the shadows which were reaching out along the chapel pavement with the coming of sunset, and I saw the sweat break out upon his forehead. ‘Come, let us go, if you will be so gracious, Herr Leutnant, for the sun is setting quickly, and it is the eve of Saint John——’

There was no mistaking the genuineness of his terror. His face was fairly quivering, his jaws hung like the dewlaps of a hound, his eyes were round and dilated, and his mouth began to twist convulsively while spittle drooled from its corners. ‘Come, for gracious heaven’s sake, Herr Leutnant,’ he besought me. ‘It is the eve of Saint John’s Day, and with the coming of the darkness they have sway upon the earth!’

So that was it. The superstitious fool was scared of ghosts and witches and wanted to be safely away from the Hohenneitschütz family mausoleum before sundown. ‘All right,’ I relented, shoving my gun back into its holster, ‘run along, but mind the curfew. If you’re caught out after eight o’ clock something worse than ghosts will get you, Fritz.’

‘Worse than ghosts, Herr Leutnant?’ he repeated blankly.

‘You said it, old scout. American M.P.s’

 

Half a mile down the road I paused irresolute. Saint John’s Eve was a famous gathering-time for witches, I knew, a night when all the powers of evil held high carnival and the unquiet spirits of the earthbound dead came forth to wreak their spite on anyone unfortunate enough to cross their path. A superstitious peasant might well have dreaded being found away from home at sunset, but——

I’d given young Gustav von Hohenneitschütz’s coffin a light kick, and it had sounded hollow as a kettle-drum. Six feet long and more it was, by three feet wide and three feet high. What was to prevent arms being stored there? Rifles for a full platoon could be hidden in it, or three or four dismounted machine guns. Tildenson of the Intelligence had told me of a plot the M.P.s nipped in half-bud down at Treves. They’d found guns and ammunition and about a half ton of ‘potato masher’ hand grenades hidden in a cemetery there—why not in the Hohenneitschütz family tombs up here? Perhaps it had been fear of ghosts that made that little Heinie so jumpy—and perhaps it had been fear I’d run across their arms-cache. He’d certainly tried his best to keep me from the chapel when I wanted to look at it, and it had been broad daylight then.

What to do? Go down to Coblenz, pick up a squad, and come back to make a search—and find they’d taken fright and moved the stuff while I was seeking reinforcements? No, that plan was out.

I took my gun out and looked at it. There were five shots in the cylinder. That would be enough to stop ’em unless they were too strong. If they were—— ‘What are you waiting for?’ I asked myself. ‘D’ye want to live forever? Get back there and take cover in the chapel. If it’s all right you’ll have done no harm; if Jerry’s planning something it’s up to you to put a stop to it before it starts. ’Bout face, forward march!’

Kicking my way through the hedge of hornbeam I made a circle of the castle keep, and did the last twenty yards to the chapel in approved skirmish order, wriggling quietly between the weeds that waved waist-high from the flower beds, finally dashing through the door and sprinting up the aisle to find a point of vantage in the angle of the wall beside the altar. Here I was in dense shadow and protected by the stone walls on each side. No one could sneak up on me, I could see anything bigger than a rat that crossed the threshold, and, which pleased me most of all, had an unobstructed view of the Junker Gustav’s tomb.

The sunset light had vanished now, and blue-purple shadows slipped across the chapel floor. Looking through a trefoil window in the farther wall I saw a star come out, a mere pin-prick of golden glow against the lilac of the evening sky. Presently, I knew, the moon would be up, and the bars of light that pierced the glassless windows would make it bright enough for me to shoot with some accuracy. Till then I’d have to watch myself. Five bullets weren’t a lot, even if I could make every one count, and I’d no idea how many there would be in the party.

I didn’t feel heroic crouching there against the wall. I felt uncomfortable and foolish. If I’d only had the sense to go to Coblenz for a detail—we could have commandeered a car and gotten back in half an hour—but no, I had to be a blasted hero, taking on a whole uprising single-handed. Had I fallen from my high chair and lit upon my head in infancy? I wondered while my muscles cramped and stiffened in the evening chill and every breath of breeze set branches swaying to throw shadows in the doorway, shadows that looked suspiciously like men with rifles in their hands—and I had only a revolver with five bullets in it.

My vigil wavered from the chapel door a moment, for as one may not quite see, yet dimly perceive, an object from the corner of his eye while looking elsewhere, I was aware of something moving by the tomb of Gustav Hohenneitschütz. My eyes and gun swung simultaneously toward the sepulchre. ‘That’s it, eh?’ the thought flamed through my mind. I’d heard of secret passages with tombs for outlets, now, it seemed, I was about to see——

‘What?’ the question fairly jumped from my lips, forced out by sudden pressure of surprise. Something like a vapor, tenuous and half-seen as a puff of breath upon a frosty night, was rising from the statue’s graven lips, fanning out in a slim cone, then hanging lazily in mid-air.

I felt a sudden chill go rippling down my spine, one of those causeless fits of nervous cold which, occurring independently of outside stimuli, make us say, ‘someone’s walking on my grave’. It wasn’t easy to breathe, and there was a curiously unpleasant feeling in the region of my stomach. It was Midsummer Eve—the caretaker had warned me about ghosts—‘Steady on!’ I brought myself out of the mental nose-dive. ‘You know there aren’t such things. Jerry’s trying to pull a fast one——’

The humid summer heat seemed giving way to a chill which affected the soul as well as the body, a dull, hard, biting cold suggestive of the limitless eternities of frozen interstellar space. The little halitus white cloud swung motionless above the carved stone face, then gently, as though wafted by a breeze, it eddied slowly toward the altar, hung still a moment, then gradually spread out like a smoke-screen laid down by an airplane, a drifting, gently-billowing curtain which obscured the sanctuary from my gaze.

A horrifying thought took hold of me. Gas! In some way they had set a cylinder of phosgene in the tomb, released it through a hidden vent in the statue, and were filling the place with it. Crawling like a snake over the flagstone floor I wriggled from the corner by the altar, making for the doorless portal of the chapel. There would be air-currents there; their pressure would drive back the gas——

I looked across my shoulder as I neared the doorway. They might be coming out now; I didn’t want to take any chance of being shot at as my silhouette showed in the archway’s faint light.

The gas-cloud still hung like a curtain before the altar, but in it I could see faint points of bluish light, mere tiny specks of phosphorescence scintillating in the gently-wavering vapor. I flattened to the pavement and lay watching, gun in readiness. They had tried to gas me, and lost the first trick. Now——

Gradually, but with quickening tempo, the little points of light were multiplying till they floated like a maze of dancing midges, spinning luminantly till they seemed to merge and coalesce and form small nebulae as large as glowing cigarette ends, but burning all the while with an intense, blue eerie light. It was as if, in place of the gas-screen, the chapel had been cut in half by a curtain of solid, opaque moonlight.

The little light-points changed from spinning to a slowly weaving motion. The luminous curtain seemed breaking up, falling into a pattern of highlights and shadows.

A picture, as when the acid etches deeply in the copper of a half-tone plate, was taking form before my eyes.

Candles once more glowed in the bronze standards on the altar, their pointed, orange flames made small breeze-raveled stains against the darkness. The altar itself had been bleached from dirty, time-stained gray to spotless whiteness. I could read the legend, ‘Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus’ cut across the chamfered slab that formed its top. In the honey-pale glow of the candles I descried a priest, a barefoot, tonsured monk in alb and stole who faced a man and woman standing at the lowest of the three steps leading to the altar.

These were no shades, no pale, anemic ghosts. Each of them was plain and clear-cut and distinct. I could see the gleam of light reflected from the gilt fringe of the priest’s stole, make out every detail of the man’s and woman’s costumes, and—which settled it—descry the shadows which they etched against the little pool of brightness spilled down by the flickering candles. Ghosts cast no shadows; I’d heard that since my infancy.

The man stood nearest me, and I could see the narrow corded edge of gold that trimmed his wine-red velvet doublet and the collar of scrolled gold about his neck. A sword with a jeweled pommel hung belted in a velvet scabbard at his left side. His hair was long and fair, curled under at the ends where it swept his shoulders. His face was turned away from me, but in the way he stood, in the way he held his head and shoulders, I seemed to see something vaguely familiar.

The woman standing at his left was partly turned toward me. She was dark and vibrant, with small, sharp, clear-cut features, her hair was very black and shone with almost blue lights in the candle-rays. She wore it plaited in two long, full braids that swept across her shoulders and hung almost to her knees in front. Upon her head was a small cap of silver netting thickly set with seed-pearls, her gown was shimmering white silk and clung as closely as a sheath to her slim figure, a belt of silver plates was clasped about her waist.

Oddly, though the priest’s lips moved, I heard no words. It was like looking at a scene through a sound-proof glass screen, or watching the swift action of a silent motion picture.

But I could fit the words to the action. It was a wedding ceremony that I watched, and from the places where the parties stood I guessed the priest was asking, as the canon required, if anyone could show just cause why he should not unite the man and woman in the bonds of matrimony. From groom and bride the celebrant inquired, ‘—I do solemnly require and charge ye both——’

Something skittered past me up the chapel aisle. It might have been a wind-blown leaf, so lightly did it scuff along the flagstones, but—it wasn’t. It was a girl, young, slender, lovely as a flower nodding on its stalk, or——

There was something odd—unnatural—about her. I could make her features out, her clear-cut, small, sweet features, the mistiness of the dark hair that rippled down each side of her face and swept across her shoulders. I could see distinctly that she wore a one-piece smock of blue linen with a hempen girdle bound about its waist and that her arms and feet were bare, but also I could see through her. She dulled but did not hide the candles’ light as she stood between them and me. Dimly, as through a fog, I saw the outlines of the white altar behind her; as she stood full in the candle-rays I saw she cast no shadows.

She stretched her empty hands appealingly to the priest. Something had hurt them, they were crushed and bloody, drops of red welled from her finger-tips and fell down with a slow dribble to the flagstones.

For a minute—or an hour, or eternity, I couldn’t say, for all time seemed suspended—they stood stone-still in a tense tableau, the priest about to say his office, the bride and bridegroom, and the visitant.

Then I saw the bride’s mouth square in a shrill scream of terror, saw her waver like a reed hit by a blast of furious wind and fall full length upon the altar steps. The tonsured priest stepped back and raised his hands as if to ward off physical assault, then, brought to halt against the table of the altar, made the sign of the cross and spoke in hurrying, gabbling Latin. No skill in lip-reading was required to tell the words he said: ‘—te conjuro—ad locum tuum!—I conjure thee, return to thine own place!’

I saw the bridegroom’s fingers crawl up to his throat. His lips drew back, his teeth showed white and hard as they ground on each other. There was less color in his cheeks than in the face of a corpse. Distorted as his features were I recognized them as those of the stone face of the statue that stretched supine on the Junker Gustav Hohenneitschütz’s tomb with hands joined palm to palm as if in prayer. Consternation glazed his eyes, his skin seemed wrinkling as with sudden frostbite. It was not merely fright that held him paralyzed, it was terror multiplied by horror, with sheer panic added to it. ‘Du?—Thou?’ the word jerked from him. ‘Ach, mein Gott——’

The specter made no answer, but from her waist she took the double-twisted hempen rope that served her for a girdle, wrapped its loose ends about her wrist, and swung it like a scourge.

Blow after blow she reined upon the cowering man, striking his face, his shoulders, his neck. He cringed and crouched beneath the flailing lash, holding up his hands to guard his face, dropping them again as the whip bit into his neck, grovelling beneath the flogging like a beaten cur.

The maimed ghost-woman pointed with one bloody hand. The trembling, shuddering man obeyed the gesture, and slowly, as though unable to hasten, he walked down the aisle and out into the moon-filled ruin of the castle garden. Step for step she matched his tortured march, striking mercilessly as she flogged him round the angle of the chapel wall. Amazingly, there was no look of anger, hatred, or vindictiveness in her still face. It was quiet and immobile, almost void of expression as were the features of those wooden Indians with which tobacconists once advertised their wares. Almost, but not quite. From her set and staring eyes great tears ran slowly, coursing down her bloodless cheeks in one another’s tracks. She didn’t sob or cry or wail, but drop on shining drop the great, slow tears slipped down her face.

I waited breathlessly. Would she—— Before I framed the question in my mind I had its answer. She was driving him around the building in a never-ceasing circle, lashing, scourging, beating him without surcease or mercy.

Again it seemed that time hung in abeyance. How long the beater and the beaten trod their dreadful via Dolorosa I had no idea. I do know that it seemed an age before I heard the far-off crowing of a cock and, fainter still, but silver-sweet in the cool summer morning air, the echo of our bugles sounding reveille in Coblenz.

The beaten man turned in his path and ran into the chapel, paused to genuflect before the altar, staggered drunkenly across the flagstones to the tomb, and fell across it. For a long, shuddering moment he lay there, his arms outstretched across the graven image of himself, then raised his swollen, lash-bruised face. I noticed with a start there was no trace of priest or bride left in the sanctuary.

The woman dropped her scourge and took the young man’s cheeks between her crushed and mangled hands. For just a moment she stood thus, then bent and pressed a kiss upon his bloody, swollen lips. Her loosened hair fell round their faces, hiding them from me as with a cloak, and I turned my eyes away. Dreadful as the agony of scourging was, the kiss—this embrace of renunciation and farewell—seemed infinitely more so.

The sky was brightening swiftly. In a branch a sleepy bird awoke and scolded musically. I turned again toward the chapel. It was empty. On its bed of weathered stone the statue of Junker Gustav Hohenneitschütz lay with folded hands imploring mercy. The fragment of his epitaph still showed against the moss-discolored granite—‘orate pro ejs—pray for them’—but of ghostly knight and ghostly peasant maid, of spectral priest and phantom bride there was no sign nor trace.

‘Lord, what a nightmare that was!’ I exclaimed.

But even as I said it I knew that I had not dreamed; that what I’d seen had been no dream-bound vision of a sleeping man, but something terrible, inexorable, and tragic. ‘He was wicked, foolish, headstrong, now he bears a dreadful penalty!’ the caretaker had said of the Junker Gustav Hohenneitschütz.

Why? I wondered as I tramped along the road to Coblenz. Who was he and what was his crime? Where did the peasant girl fit in? Why did she scourge his tortured ghost around the chapel from the fall of dusk till cock-crow, and, most of all I wondered, why did she embrace him when the terrible ordeal was done?

 

‘Hi, Lug!’ apKern called to me as I sat in the lobby of the Monopole digesting a so-so dinner and wondering what was happening in Brooklyn right then. The Dodgers would be playing out at Ebbets Field, and——

‘Hullo yourself,’ I answered none too cordially. apKern had recently been transferred to the Office of Civil Affairs where there was more to do than at the provost marshal’s, and as a result both his leaves and his attentions to the little buck-toothed British girl at Cologne had been curtailed. I had troubles of my own and didn’t want to spend an evening listening to his grievances, but his next words made me move over and make a place for him beside me on the lounge:

‘I think I know somebody who can shed some light on the mystery of the haunted chapel you’ve been deviling everyone about these last two weeks.’

His accusation wasn’t accurate. I wasn’t going to be fool enough to tell them I’d seen ghosts at Castle Hohenneitschütz—they’d have me up before the psychiatrist so fast my head would swim, and the best thing I could hope for was a discharge for mental disability if I let that story out—but I had made inquiries about the Hohenneitschütz legend, and probably had been a nuisance with my questions. ‘Who is it?’ I demanded, tendering him my cigarette case. apKern was chronically just out of cigarettes. I knew he’d stay with me as long as mine held out.

‘Cove from the Benedictine convent down by the Castor Platz, sort o’ sub-prior or something, named Brother Ambrose. He comes into the O.C.A. ’bout every ten days, and the other day I got to talkin’ with him. Seems like the Night-Shirt family’s chapel was supplied by Benedictine fraters in the Middle Ages, and most of their records are down in his convent library. He wasn’t very talkative. Said there was a curse on ’em, and that there chapel is an evil place, ’specially on Midsummer Eve.’ He gave me an appraising look. ‘That would have been about the time you visited the ruins, wouldn’t it?’

I nodded. ‘And——’ I prompted, as he took a second cigarette, but made no move to continue his narrative.

‘Well, that’s about all, I guess. This Brother Ambrose feller seems to have the dope on the old chapel, so, if you’d like, I’ll make a date for you to visit him next time he comes in. He’s due tomorrow or the next day to get his fuel order renewed.’

‘apKern,’ I asked, ‘how would you like a nice, long brandy-soda?’ Two minutes later we were in the bar and I was ordering ‘Zwei branntwein.’

 

One doesn’t bribe a frater of the Order of Saint Benedict, but I did something very like it when I called at the old convent by the Castor Platz two days later. Tobacco was at a premium in Germany those days, and I’d stopped at the Q.M. for a big tin of Prince Albert on the off chance that Brother Ambrose, like most of his countrymen, was addicted to pipe-smoking. The smile that lit the little cleric’s face when I presented him with the gift was a reward all by itself. Even if he knew nothing about the Hohenneitschütz curse, I was repaid, I felt, as I watched while he tamped long-cut in his china pipe and set it glowing like a little furnace.

But virtue was not be its reward alone that time. ‘Ach, yes,’ he answered in his oddly thick English, ‘those Hohenneitschütz, I know him—as who does not around these parts? He was a very wicked family, false to his vows of knighthood, false to his plighted word, false to everything. But ah, Herr Leutnant, he has paid a dreadful penalty! On each Midsummer Eve——’

‘I know,’ I shot the interruption at him. ‘I was in the chapel of the Hohenneitschütz on Midsummer Eve.’

If I had suddenly announced that I was Mephistopheles or Martin Luther’s shade, he could not have been taken more completely aback. ‘You—the Herr Leutnant was in that devil-ridden, accursed place on Saint John’s Eve?’ he faltered. ‘Did you—did the Herr Leutnant see——’

‘Natürlich. I saw the priest and bride and bridegroom, I saw the peasant maiden’s ghost when she came in to stop the wedding; I saw her scourge him from the altar and around the chapel——’

‘Heilige Maria!’ the little frater blessed himself fearfully. ‘Then it is truly true; it is not merely legend—there are such things!’

‘It’s true enough,’ I answered grimly. ‘I wasn’t asleep and I wasn’t drunk that night. On the contrary I was very wide awake and alert, expecting——’ I broke off lamely. After all, it was hardly courteous to tell him that I’d been on the lookout for some of his countrymen, expecting to be wiped out but resolved to take a few of them along for company. ‘It seemed to me that I was witnessing the re-enactment of a scene from one of those old tragic dramas,’ I completed. ‘I’ve heard it said there is a theory that stones and wood and similar insensate matter have power to absorb vibrations from human beings laboring under great emotion, and give them off again, like tableaux vivants, when a person emotionally attuned to them comes near. I was very much keyed up that night, and possibly that would explain why I perceived that scene, but why should it be there to see? Do you know the history of the Hohenneitschütz legend—or should I say their curse? Can you explain what that scene meant?’

He bowed his head in silence a moment, pulling at his pipe with long, thoughtful puffs. ‘All my life—and I am nearing seventy—I’ve heard the legend of the Hohenneitschütz, now from this one, now from that. In our archives we have documents which tell of it, but I have never read them through. You read Latin, Herr Leutnant, nicht wahr?’

‘Not well enough to translate mediaeval parchments, Father.’

‘Jawohl, I might have known as much. The classics are neglected in the schools these days. Never mind. I will read the records for you and inscribe an English translation——’

‘But that would take you weeks, months, perhaps,’ I objected.

‘When time hangs heavy on an old man’s hands he does not count the minutes, my son,’ he assured me with a smile. ‘You have been most generous to me’—he tapped the tall red canister of tobacco affectionately. ‘Cannot I do you some small favor in return?’

 

Whether Brother Ambrose had done me a favor was a moot point I thought as I looked at the great sheaf of manuscript the lay brother had brought me. Ambrose was a scholar with the Teuton’s love of detail. He made a literal translation of the records of the Hohenneitschütz, and though it was informative to read their armory contained sallets—which, I gleaned, were a form of helmet something like our own tin hats—for a thousand men, five hundred arcubalists, and enough arrows to supply them for a month-long siege, it was certainly not helpful in determining the reason for the family curse. Also, though he had written English in a lovely, clerkly hand which was almost wholly undecipherable, he had been thinking in German, with the result that his nouns and pronouns bunched at the beginning of his sentences, the adjectives were strung along the middle, and the verbs packed in close order at the end.

It was a long time before I came to the meat of it, but when I’d winnowed out the chaff of cluttering data I was in possession of a story as poetical as that of Faust or Tannhaüser and as tragically appealing as the song of Tristan and Isolde or Troilus and Cressida.

The Roman Empire of the East and the proud Hohenneitschütz family found oblivion the same year, it appeared, for it was on a lovely April evening in the year of Our Lord 1453 that the young Graf Gustav von Hohenneitschütz und von Ketlar rode the white horse he had jestingly named Weiss Tod—Pale Death—through the lush alleys of the wide greenwood that rimmed his father’s castle round on every side.

It was the season which the Germans call vorfrüling—the forespring—the spring-before-the-spring—and the newly budded trees were bright with shining green leaves or frothy with a snow of blossoms. A soft breeze played among the branches and the black soil had a sweet, warm smell. In the meadows calves and lambs skipped playfully, the birds were carrolling as they sought straws and twigs to build their nests, and Gustav, being young and heart-whole and romantic, felt the urge for song well in his throat resistlessly as the sap forcing its way through the tree trunks.

‘The minstrels sing of a jovial king;

A wonderful king was he——’
 

he raised his voice in the old lied, then broke the song abruptly as he reined Pale Death back almost on his haunches. Unmindful of the charger’s hoofs a flock of geese had debouched into the wood path, waddling majestically in long single file, pausing now and then to stretch their serpentine necks down to nibble at a sprig of new, fresh grass, then taking up their march again with slow, unhurried rhythm.

‘Herr Gott,’ the young knight swore, ‘is my road to be blocked by these coufounded, squawking—ah, mädchen, I am sorry if I startled you!’

Shepherding her toddling charges with a long thin wand of peeled willow, came the goose-girl, and at the sight of her young Gustav’s annoyed frown gave way to a quick smile.

She was a pretty thing, this peasant girl, straight and slender as a reed beside the river’s rim, yet with a sweetly rounded figure whose desirability not even the almost shapeless smock she wore could quite conceal. Her hair was dark brown, clustering round her white brow in a coronel of loose curls like the tendrils of new grape vines, then sweeping down each side of her face and cataracting over her shoulders until it nearly reached her waist. Her skin was very white and smooth, her lips as red as the rose Gabriel brought Our Lady. Her eyes were dark blue, blue as distant hills before rain, blue as midnight skies in winter. Round her head, as it had been a crown, she wore a chaplet of wild flowers, her one-piece smock of coarse blue linen was bound in at her small waist by a rough cord of plaited hemp. Her arms and feet were bare, but as he looked down he thought that he never had seen such white, slim, shapely feet; her insteps were two lines of arching loveliness, her ankles were as sharply cut as those of a blood-mare, her heels were narrow and the long, straight toes that never had been cramped by rigid shoes were like the fingers of a high-born lady’s hands. Certes, this were loveliness enough for anyone upon a soft spring evening.

The dark blue eyes moved up to his, demurely bright. ‘I am not feared, my lord,’ she told him softly, ‘only startled at thy advent. I had not thought there was another in the grünwald at this hour of the day, for the sun is sinking quickly, and with darkness comes those whom good Christians should not see——’

‘Do they, i’ faith?’ he answered laughing. ‘And who might they be, pretty one?’

‘Hast thou forgotten this is May Eve, Herr? It is the feast of Saint Walpurga, and tonight is Walpurgis-Nacht when the olden gods who were but devils and the witches who adore them gather for their unclean rites in secret places——’

His laughter cut her sober warning short. ‘Well spoken, mädchen! There be trolls and devils and all sorts of wicked beings in the wood this night, and here is he who will defend thee from them all. ’Fore God, I’ll bring thee to thy father’s cot unharmed, though twenty times ten thousand witches barred our way!’

She signed herself with the cross as he spoke and turned serious eyes on him reprovingly. ‘It is not well to speak thus lightly of the hosts of evil, good my lord. Thy challenge might be heard——’

He had dismounted from Pale Death and now he bent and took one of her slim feet in his hand. ‘Up with thee, pretty one,’ he made, and raised her to the saddle. ‘Thou shalt ride like any princess to thy home, and I shall be thy courier and knight-defender.’

Well-favored as the maiden was her escort matched her beauty. He was well made, though somewhat inclined to the lankiness of youth, with long fair hair and apple-cheeks and wide blue eyes that verged on gray. If his chin receded somewhat, the small beard of flaxen hair obscured the failing, and he walked with the slight swagger that denoted all his kind and kin, for he was of the herzogs, noblest blood of the empire, and answerable to no one but the church, the kaiser, and his father for his actions.

His apparel matched her person: a shirt of fine white linen, hose of brown silk, high boots of Spanish leather, and a doublet of brown satin slashed with gold and laced with gold-tipped points. A closely-fitting silk cap with an eagle’s feather in its crown topped his fair hair, from his shoulders hung a heel-length cloak of bright red velvet fastened with a golden clasp at the throat.

‘How art thou called?’ he asked as he paced by her side, one hand upon the saddle-bow, the other steadying her in her seat. ‘Methinks ’twould take a name of wondrous sweetness to do justice to thy beauty, little forest-girl.’

‘My name is Else, an’ it please your lordship,’ she responded softly. There was no need to ask if she had any other, for he knew well she did not. Peasants, like the beasts they drove to labor in the fields, had no family designations, nor would they for some centuries to come.

‘It pleases me most excellently well,’ he assured her. ‘Knowest thou who I am?’

‘Yea, thou art the young Graf Gustav who one day will be our lord and master,’ she replied, and a slow flush mounted to her cheeks and brow.

‘One day, quotha? Am I not thy lord and master now mädchen?’

She blushed still more violently, and he had to strain his ears to catch her whispered answer. ‘Aye, lord, as God is to thee so art thou to poor Else.’

‘Well spoken. And thou wilt obey me in all things, as becomes a peasant maiden when her lord commands?’

‘Thou knowest it——’

‘Then I command thee, as my serf and thing and chattel, to embrace me straightway, fairest Else.’

She put her hands upon his shoulders and leant downward till her lips touched his. The fragrance of her hair swirled round him, her arms clasped round his neck, he felt the quickening of her breath against his mouth—— ‘Bei Gott,’ he muttered in a voice gone suddenly as hard and sharp as honed steel, ‘thou art the loveliest thing in all the world, my Else,’ and swung her down from the saddle.

 

The chronicle does not record their idyl, but it is not hard to picture it. There were other meetings in the grünwald when the moonstained trees and shrubbery stood about them like a sentinel host, meetings when he held her close against his heart and they rehearsed the aching sweetness of their first kiss. The owl and the fledermaus—the little, harmless, cheeping bat—heard their love vows, the stoat and weasel and the little timid rabbits that made nests deep in the wildwood watched them from the covert of the flowering thorn bush. ‘Ich liebe dich—I love thee, little Else of the greenwood,’ he told her not once but a hundred times each night, and she, struck speechless by his condescension—breathless with adoration as the daughters of men when the sons of God first looked on them and found them fair—could not say anything at all. But her sweet bare arms showed whiter than the apple blossoms drifting from the forming fruit as they crept tightening round his neck and drew him to the yielding sweetness of her lips, the tender warmth and pulsing of her bosom.

We know the Junker Gustav’s breed, its stiff-necked arrogancy, its pride of blood and family, its blind worship of caste. But she was a woman, sweet and young and lovely as a half-blown rose. He was a man, young, impetuous, and sanguine. What else could matter in the softness of the scented woodland summer night? His heart, his blood, his youth were in league to defeat his pride. So, almost but not quite inexplicably, we find them standing hand in hand upon the packed-earth floor of the hut where a peasant village priest had his rectory while they repeated after the brown-cassocked religious the sacramental words that made their twain one flesh.

The days sped swiftly as a weaver’s shuttle, and with the coming of high summer Gustav’s ardor seemed to cool. The meetings by the rowan tree were less and less frequent; when she came running forth from the shadow, hands lifted toward him, he was slower in dismounting from Pale Death.

One July night when the moon was awash in a sky tremulous with silver clouds he lay with his head couched in her lap while she let down the waterfall of her hair above his face and brushed the silken ends of the unraveled strands against his lips and cheeks. ‘And thou wilt surely take me to the castle and acknowledge me as thy true wedded spouse eftsoons?’ she whispered, bending till he felt the flutter of her breath like moth-wings on his mouth.

‘Have I not said it, little bride of my heart? There are grave reasons for my tarrying, my father’s consent to our nuptials must be first obtained, for I am not of lawful age as yet,’ he answered somewhat petulantly. ‘Why plaguest thou me thus?’

‘Oh lord and master of my heart and life and soul, believe me it is not for myself alone that I ask,’ she replied, and her voice sank till he rather felt than heard the words. ‘Thy condescending love is all that thy poor Else asks. To meet thee thus beneath the greenwood tree, to feel thy arms about me and thy kisses on my lips, ach Gott, it is such heaven as I had not thought existed, but’—pride made her words shine like new-minted silver—‘there is another with us now, my lord. We are not alone in the forest.’

‘Herr Je, how meanest thou?’ he asked in mock-fear. ‘Dost mean the fairy-folk——’

‘Nay, silly one!’ her laughter rippled like the running of clear water over stones. ‘’Tis here——’ She took his hand and laid it just below the gently-swelling rondure of her bosom. ‘’Tis of thee, my Gustav, and of me. And, oh my lord, when first I knew it I felt as the ever-blessed heilige Maria must have when the Angel of the Lord appeared to her——’ Sublimity of prideful joy rendered her inarticulate, but he could feel the quickened pulsing of her heart in the hands pressing his.

Slowly he rose to his knees, then to his feet. His hands felt cold, and the hollows of his shoulders ached suddenly with a fine pain. Each word she’d spoken ate its way into his brain as if etched by strong acid.

To make love to a pretty peasant maiden in the moonlit forest while the little cheeping insects hymned their lyric canticles and the wind crooned a soothing song among the branches of the rowan tree, even to go through the form of marriage before an obscure priest who knew neither him nor her—that was one thing. But to stand before his cold-eyed, sneering friends and own this peasant woman as his wife, to tell his race-proud sire that he was wedded to a serf, the father of a villein wench’s child—his heart gave a cold, nauseating lurch inside his breast. ‘Auf wiedersehen, liebchen,’ he faltered as he climbed into the saddle. ‘I—I must away to the castle—my august sire——’ His farewell faded to an echo broken by the clacking of his horse’s hoofs against the flints of the roadway. And so Gustav von Hohenneitschütz und von Ketlar rode out of little Else’s life—but she had not gone out of his.

 

She could not understand. Night after night she went to the trysting place by the rowan tree and waited while the stars came out and the moon swam across the sky, telling and retelling her rosary of deferred hope—‘He will come; oh, surely, any moment he will come!’—until the eastern sky grew bright and the sun rose amid a tossing surf of ruddy clouds.

At last her desperation made her bold and, greatly daring, she trudged up the long road to the castle. She knew the risk she took in doing this, for though the stiff-necked townsmen had begun to curb the nobles in their arrogance the peasant still had no rights of property or person which the lord or his underlings were bound to respect.

A bugle-horn was sounding as she neared the moat and a troop of cavaliers and ladies clattered through the gateway and across the drawbridge. First came the fauconiers, the men who trained and groomed the falcons, brave in livery of Lincoln green and gold and riding on small shaggy horses, then, two by two upon their blooded mounts, the gentle folk, each with a hooded hawk perched on his gauntleted left wrist.

Her breath quickened with sudden joy, for in the foremost rank she glimpsed a tall white horse—Pale Death—and striding him in green doublet and russet cloak was Gustav.

Beside him, laughing at some jest he made, a lady rode upon a delicately-pacing palfrey. Tall, elegantly slender, white-skinned, black of hair and black of eye she was, with thin red lips that made her white teeth even whiter as she shrilled to sudden tinkling laughter at her partner’s sally. ‘Well spoken, kinsman, thou must come to court, they would appreciate thy wit there,’ Else heard her say as they swept past her at a brisk canter.

Pale Death gave her a whinnying greeting and would have turned his soft nose toward her, for she had often fed him tender grasses while he stamped impatiently beneath the rowan tree, but his rider jerked the bridle sharply, dragging him away as he struck spurs into his flanks.

‘Gustav, my lord,’ the girl raised empty, pleading hands, ‘thou comest not——’ Her voice snapped like a broken thread, for the young man glanced down at her with a look void of recognition as if she had been a roadside bush or boulder.

‘Who was the lady riding with the Junker Gustav?’ she asked the guardsman lolling on his pike beside the drawbridge.

‘It is the Gräfin Elnora von Hernsdorf,’ the man-at-arms replied negligently. ‘She is the Junker’s cousin and betrothed. They wed at Michaelmas——’

Three men-at-arms came grinning from the guardroom. They were off duty, and the summer day was young. The pretty chit might prove amusing, though she were as mad as any hare in March.

Else realized her peril. Once they had her inside the castle—— Like a doe pursued by greyhounds she fled headlong down the path, the guardsmen’s raucous laughter following her like hurled missiles. ‘Ach Gott,’ she moaned when she had reached the sanctuary of the forest and regained her breath a little, ‘he passed me by unheeding as if I had been a stock or stone, his horse knew me, but he——’

A single scarlet word burned in her brain: Witchcraft! Her lord and husband was bewitched. Nothing but an evil spell could make him renounce his pledged word, only witchcraft could have wiped the memory of her kisses from his heart. She must fight fire with fire, she must find a wise woman who could lift the spell from her adored and make him own her as his lawful spouse before the world.

 

It was Lammas Night, the first night in August, the Feast of Saint Peter’s Chains, when witches and warlocks and all the host of those who forswore God and served Beelzebub were gathering for their unclean worship. The sun had gone down in a riot of wrathful color and dusk had fallen early. The sky was sullen with the weight of rain that would not fall, and from every hilltop blazed the guardian fires the peasants lighted to keep off the witch-brood. Else had been wandering through the forest since the first long shadows had begun to dull the outlines of the trees. Somewhere, she knew, a witches’ coven would be meeting, somewhere thirteen lost souls would be giving adoration to the Evil One; she must find them and secure their help. A dozen times she’d thought she heard the skirking of the witches as they cleft the air on flying broomsticks, but each time it had proved a flight of water-fowl flying homeward from their feeding-grounds. Once or twice she thought she heard a witch-hag running through the woods, but when she followed she had found it a red deer or spotted buck that hurried down a by-path of the forest.

At last, footsore and weary, she had sunk to rest beneath the rowan tree where she and Gustav had met in the happy time before he was enchanted. ‘Oh, good, kind, Herr Teufel, regard me if it pleaseth thee,’ she prayed with all the simple trustfulness she would have used in offering a petition to Saint Anne. ‘I am very tired and most miserable. My wedded husband is spellbound, and I would have one of thy people lift the spell from him. Lead me to their congregating place, good Devil, and I shall thank thee very much. Amen.’

Like an echo to her closing words she heard a muted drumming, a hurrying, insistent rhythm that beckoned her like a bent finger. She knew the place from which the sound came—the fairy-ring that stood deep in the forest. A dozen times she’d crossed it with half-bated breath, for it was said to be a meeting-place of witches, yet never till that moment had she thought to look there. She ran half stumbling down the trodden woodland path, crashed through the wall of flowering briars that cut her feet and legs until the red blood spurted from them, and came at last with fluttering heart and wide eyes to the border of the clearing.

Upon a flat stone in the center sat a creature robed in red and masked with leather. Deer’s antlers crowned his head, and from the falseface that obscured his features swept a long blue beard. One hand was hidden in his scarlet robe, in the other he held a thick club with which he drummed upon the stone, and round him danced a ghastly crew of thirteen forms, half-animal, half-human, wholly evil.

She saw that they had human legs, thin, knob-kneed, spindle-shanked, but from the thighs up they were clad in goatskin, topped with the beasts’ heads, haired and horned. In their furred hands each bore black candles which gave a little light but more smoke, and a sharp unpleasant smell. Round and round the throne they jumped and capered, leaped and danced with squeaking, shrilling cries that made her think of rats caught in a trap.

Scarce daring to draw breath she looked at them with wide-set, staring eyes. She knew now that she could not do it, she dared not! These were votaries of Lucifer the accursed; to speak with them, or even stay to witness their abominations would be——

With a sudden squeaking cry one of the demons darted from the ring, leaped straight at her, and seized her by the wrists. Before she realized her plight she had been dragged into the center of the circle with the witches chattering round her, thrusting at her with their flaming candles, threatening her with claw-hooked hands.

‘What dost thou at our secret session, maiden?’ The seated figure’s voice was deep and rumbling, but not angry.

‘May it please your worship, good Herr Devil, I was not spying on you,’ she mustered courage to reply. ‘I did but seek for a wise woman who could lift a spell from one I love——’

‘What wilt thou pay for such a service?’ broke in the masked master of the coven.

‘Pay?’ she faltered, taken utterly aback. In all her life she had not touched a piece of money; except for the blue linen smock she stood in she had nothing she could call her own. ‘What can one who has nothing pay, Meinherr?’ she asked simply.

He laughed, a booming, rumbling laugh which somehow had no mirth in it. ‘Wilt promise to give anything we ask, no matter what, if we perform this service for thee?’ he demanded.

‘Yea, good Herr Devil, anything that’s mine to give I’ll give thee freely, if thou wilt do this for me,’ she promised.

‘’Tis well. Tomorrow morning go to Margaretta’s hut hard by the water-ford, and do what she commands thee. Speak not to any of thy visit here tonight, or we shall wreak such vengeance on thee that in years to come thy story shall be used to frighten children from their naughtiness.’ He waved his hand in dismissal, and her captors led her to the margin of the clearing and thrust her out into the briar-patch, where the sharp thorns tore her tender skin until her feet and legs were criss-crossed with bright bloody weals.

 

Old Margaretta’s hut was dark and dirty and overflowing with the odor of evil. A stuffed and much moth-eaten owl graced the shelf above its fireplace, a black cat with a single eye arched its back and spat at Else as she paused trembling on the threshold of the witch’s house.

The mistress of the place was suited to her surroundings. She was clothed in evil-smelling rags no one of which matched any other in weave or color, around her neck was strung a chain of tarnished metal plates, brass rings gleamed dully in her ears and on each finger of her gnarled and dirty hands. As far as Else could discern she had but four teeth, none of which met, and she had been chewing some dark aromatic herb so that the odor of it almost stopped the girl’s breath, and discolored spittle ran down from the corners of her withered mouth and made twin lines across her bristly chin.

‘Come in, my dear, come in!’ she bade in a cracked, cackling voice. ‘Hast come to pay thy call on Mother Marg; good, kind old Mother Marg?’ The laugh accompanying her words was anything but good and kind, and Else would have turned and fled had not the old hag grasped her by the wrist with such a grip that she was almost fainting from the pain when finally she sank down on a stool before the empty fireplace.

‘And what can Mother Marg do for thee, my sweet pigeon?’ asked the crone when Else, after two attempts, found that she could not speak for very fear and loathing of her hostess.

Now her words were loosed, and tearfully she told how she had met Gustav on Walpurgis Night, how they had loved and wed, how he had passed her by unseeing, and how he purposed to be false to his vows and take his cousin Elnora to wife.

The old hag listened, nodding understandingly. At last, when Else had completed her recital: ‘It is his father, the graf, who has made him thus, my child,’ she announced. ‘He has cast a spell upon his son and wiped all recollection of his marriage from his mind——’

‘The Graf von Hohenneitschütz a warlock?’ Else asked incredulously. ‘One so noble, one so high——’

‘Eh, eh, thou’d be surprised at those who worship at the witch’s altar, and at the things the noble Graf von Hohenneitschütz knows,’ the beldame answered with another cackle.

Which was quite true, for nearly every noble in the empire those days had his favorite sorcerer or witch, and as for Johann Hohenneitschütz—the old witch Margaretta had once been young and pretty, and he had met her in the grünwald, wooed, won, and left her empty-hearted. Like father like son, the hag reflected as she nodded at her tearful visitor. He had taken all and given nothing. Now to strike him through his son, his dearest treasure—— ‘Hast anything of thy true love’s?’ she asked abruptly. ‘A lock of his sweet hair, belike, or the handkerchief with which he wiped his dainty face——’

‘Thou’lt—thou’lt give it back to me?’ asked Else tremulously as she reached into her bosom and drew out a linen sack in which she kept a ringlet clipped from Gustav’s hair.

‘Of course I will, thou silly little fool!’ the hag replied as she snatched at the treasure. ‘I do but want it that I may attune my spell to him. When I am done thou’rt welcome to it. Now begone, and come not here again until I send for thee!’

That night old Margaretta made magic. Out of candle wax filched from the parish church when none was looking she made a poppet, a doll with features strangely like the features of the Junker Gustav Hohenneitschütz, and with cloth chopped from her rag dress she clothed it in doublet and hose and painted blue eyes in its face and red lips on its mouth. Finally, upon its head she set the lock of Gustav’s hair and combed and curled it till it fell in clustering ringlets round the neck.

This done, she laid the image on her clean-swept hearth and knelt beside it while she said six Paternosters backward and summoned her familiars:

‘Black spirits, white spirits,


Spirits brown and gray,


Hear me, heed me, give me what I pray:


May this wax be as his heart,


May he feel my baneful dart,


May his flesh and spirit part


At thy dread command!’

 

She drew blood from her wrist and made a ruddy circle round the supine image, then, with a smile so terrible it would have frightened Satan, drove a long pin slowly through the waxen figure’s middle. ‘As this poppet wounds, so may you be wounded, Gustav Hohenneitschütz; as this wastes away, so may your bones and blood and body waste away to nothingness; may you suffer torments never-ceasing till you wait for death as the bridegroom waits the coming of the bride.’

Slowly, very slowly, with the science of a surgeon and the neat precision of a torturer, she thrust the cruel pin deeper and more deeply in the yielding wax.

And, recites the chronicle, it was at that precise moment that Johann Georg Ulric Mathias von Hohenneitschütz und von Ketlar clapped both hands to his right side and fell face-forward to the floor in a groaning-fit. Leeches came post-haste, but though they rubbed him with a salve made from the fat of weasels mixed with badgers’ blood and dosed him liberally with the ashes of burned toads mixed in white wine with moss scraped from a murderer’s skull, his pains increased, so that the doctors were dismissed and an exorcist sent for. Even this proved unavailing. The patient lapsed into a coma on the second day, and never regained consciousness.

The cry of witchcraft was raised forthwith, and the officers of justice went from house to house, arresting all who could by any chance be deemed in league with Satan, old Margaretta among them.

Her case was hopeless from the start. The one-eyed black cat, the stuffed owl, the waxen image with the bodkin thrust into its midriff would have been evidence enough to send her to the stake on charges of black sorcery even if she had not made a full confession of her sins.

Of course she did not damn herself without persuasion. The thumbscrews proved inadequate, for she was very strong and very stubborn, but when her legs and arms had been disjointed by the rack, her feet crushed in the boot, and hot lead poured upon her naked belly she broke down and confessed fully, naming all her witch-companions in the coven and saying she had worked her mischief on the graf at the behest of Else the goose-girl.

 

Else lay upon a straw-stuffed mattress, and though it was an afternoon in torrid August and the logs heaped in the wide-mouthed fireplace before which she lay flamed with almost blistering heat, she shivered as if she had been exposed to a December blast. Three men looked down on her as she lay there, three learned doctors of the law, two in the black stuff gowns with fur hoods marking them as civil justices, the third in the black cassock and white scapular of an ecclesiastic. ‘This is thy full and free confession, woman, made without fear and with no hope of favor?’ asked the chief magistrate.

‘Yea, good, my lord, the words are mine,’ she whimpered.

‘Is gut. Subscribe it.’ He tendered her a quill pen dipped in ink.

‘I cannot, Exzellenz; I have no schooling——’

‘Jawohl.’ The judge spread the parchment upon a table and wrote her name in a fair hand. ‘Make thou a cross mark here’—he pointed to a spot above the signature—‘we will bear witness to thy mark.’

Slowly, painfully, she drew the pen across the cracking parchment in a wavering X. Her hands were bandaged, and as she moved them a drop or two of blood oozed from the linen bands and fell upon the document. The justice nodded to the leather-aproned executioner who stood in readiness and at the signal dropped upon his knees beside the girl and held a bowl of meat soup with an egg in it to her lips. ‘Drink, mädchen,’ he whispered, ‘’twill give thee strength.’

The judges put their heads together, reading through the statement she had signed. They made little deprecating noises with their tongues against their teeth as they perused the document, for in it she admitted that she was a witch and the consort of witches; that she had enchanted the Junker Gustav by devilish arts; that her story of their marriage was a monstrous lie; that she, in concert with the self-accused witch Margaretta, had connived by prayers and supplications to the Evil One to bring about the death of Johann Georg Ulric Mathias von Hohenneitschütz und von Ketlar.

When they had first arrested her she told her story with an artless fearlessness. Gustav was her lord and adored husband, they had been wed according to the rites of Holy Church, she loved him better than her life, and only sought old Margaretta’s help because she thought he was bewitched. No, she knew nothing of the witch’s spells and magic. What should she, a Christian, know of such things?

They set her hands in the thumbscrews.

‘Thou didst bewitch the Junker Gustav by thy wicked arts—thy story of thy marriage to him is a monstrous lie, is’t not?’

‘Nay, lords, it is the very Gospel truth. We loved each other from the moment that our eyes first met. He wed me out of love and nothing else, for I had nothing I could bring him as a dowry save my love and devotion——’

The judge signed to the executioner, who tightened the thumbkin, and she shrieked and writhed and tried to draw away.

‘This story of thy marriage is a wanton’s lie, is’t not?’

‘Nay, Exzellenz, it is the truth—O gracious heaven, mercy! Mercy on me, my lords!’ as the thumbscrews bit with sudden crushing pressure on her hands again.

Little Else was not made of Spartan stuff. Old Margaretta stood the torment for a day and night, and even then the rack and boot and molten lead were necessary. Less than an hour’s screwing in the thumbkins dragged from Else sobbing assents to their accusations. So, at last, we find her signing a confession in which she admits crimes she never heard or knew of till the magistrates informed her she was guilty of them.

 

It was a pompous, awe-inspiring scene when they brought her before the court to hear her doom. The judges in their robes of office sat at a long table of age-darkened oak raised three steps from the courtroom floor. Behind them and before the doors and windows stood the halberdiers in leather jerkins and steel helmets, sunlight glinting on the polished heads of their weapons. The Emperor’s justicer—the executioner—stood by the steps that led up to the judges’ table, and he was in full regalia, habited in red from neck to heels, coiffed and masked in red, and holding on his shoulder his great ax with its red handle and red blade, the gleaming white of whose edge never had been wet save with the blood of men and women.

A crowd of boors had gathered in the hall of justice, and at sight of Else they broke into a murmurous outcry, but the clamor of the halberd butts on the stone floor brought instant silence, for the halberdiers were not slow to rap for order on the heads of the rabble if their first admonition went unheeded.

She halted before the long table, and the president of the court rose facing her, a parchment scroll in his hands. Before him on the table lay a light wand of dried willow, and her face went paler at the sight, for well she knew what it portended.

A pause ensued which seemed as long to her as an eternity, then she heard her sentence pronounced: ‘That the self-confessed witch and murderess be dragged by the hair of her head to the gallows in the public square and there flogged with knotted ropes until she die, and afterward that her body be burned to ashes.’

As he finished the judge took up the willow wand and beckoned to someone waiting in the shadow of the arras. Dressed all in black, with falls of white lace at his throat and wrists, the Junker—now the Count—Gustav Hohenneitschütz stepped up to the bench, took the light stick from the judge, and crossed the little space that separated him from Else. She raised her bandaged hands imploringly to him. ‘Gustav—husband, lord—adored lover——’

He looked full in her tear-brimmed loving eyes and nothing moved in his face. It was as if he looked at a stone thing that had no power to look back. Holding the wand by each end he raised it over her head, snapped it in two and flung the pieces on the floor at her feet. This was to signify that as the wood was broken in two parts so should her soul and body be severed in the furtherance of justice. As Count of the Mark Gustav had the right to perform this ceremony, for Else had been his serf, and he was giving her up to the Kaiser for execution.

He turned upon his heel, but as he moved away she pointed at him with one maimed hand and spoke the first unkind words she had ever uttered in her sixteen years of life:

‘False! False to thy pledged word and plighted troth art thou, Gustav von Hohenneitschütz. Flogged I may be till I die, but I shall last to scourge thee for thy perfidy, and never shalt thou call another wife——’ Then the jeering of the rabble drowned her words and she was led back to her cell to wait the morning and her death.

Despite the sentence passed upon her, it seems she did not suffer greatly. More merciful than judge or priest or husband, the executioner, whose business was to kill and torture, struck her on the head with a club ere he dragged her to the gallows, so what hung swinging by bound wrists beneath the flailing of the flogging-ropes was nothing but a corpse.

 

The bride and bridegroom stood before the altar, and Brother Josef waited to unite them. Young Count Gustav was smiling as he took his cousin’s slim white hand in his. All was well, exceedingly well, with him. His father, for whom he had never had much real affection, was dead and one might hope well on his way to heaven by this time; he was about to wed the Gräfin Elnora von Hernsdorf, one of the richest heiresses in all the Rhineland, and an orphan with no brothers or sisters. He had escaped the toils of a romantic mistake; Else—and the child—were ashes now.

All that stood in his way had been burned with them. The past was really nothing to him. He could just open his hands and let it slip away. He was striding ahead into the future——

The priest’s low, droning admonition broke through his pleasant musings: ‘—if any man can show just cause why these two should not be wedded——’ What was the matter with Brother Josef? His face was drawn, his eyes were staring, there was a horrid moisture on his brow.

He looked from the priest to his bride. She was staring past him, face fright-frozen, lurking terror wakening to life in her wide eyes. Herr Gott, was everybody gone stark, staring mad? He swung about to see what they looked at.

Stark panic clutched him by the throat; terror hammered at his will, for, near enough to touch him, Else stood at his elbow, bandaged hands held out imploringly, as she had held them out to him before he broke the wand of doom above her head.

There was no anger in her glance, but oh! her lovely eyes were tragic in her white set face. Hope was dead and sorrow mourned in them.

‘Mein Gott, Du—thou?’ he gasped. ‘Back from the grave—the fire—to haunt me with——’ The broken words died on his lips, for she had taken the hemp girdle from her waist and swung it like a lash against his face.

He felt the stinging bite of it, but greater than the pain the horror of it struck him, overwhelmed him. ‘I shall last to scourge thee for thy perfidy,’ she’d said, and now—O, gracious heaven!—she was doing it.

He staggered from the altar steps, ran stumbling toward the chapel door—ah, but he could not run! His feet seemed cased in leaden boots, he could not make them do his bidding. Slowly, like a man who wades breast-high in water, he moved toward the doorway, and step by step the spectral shape kept pace with him, lashing, beating, scourging——

He woke at last as from a nightmare. He was in bed and Brother Josef was attending him. Elnora? She had left the castle, gone back to her home, they told him.

Had he been ill? Yes, very ill, and he was still too weak to rise. He must rest quietly—— ‘Father,’ he asked feebly of the priest, ‘is there forgiveness for me?’

‘Was sagst Du, mein sohn—what has thou done?’

‘She—it was true, Father. Else did not lie when she declared I was her wedded husband. I married her and then repented of my bargain. I thought that I could face her down—who would believe a peasant woman’s word——’ Half sobbing, half raving in delirium, he told the sordid story of their pitiful, brief romance while the little priest stood by with horror mounting in his eyes. At last: ‘Can I find absolution, Father?’ he besought.

‘I—I do not know, my son. The girl was condemned for a witch and murderess, and though she pleaded for the last rites of the church they were denied her. She died unshriven. It may be that thy fate is linked with hers throughout eternity, that not until she finds release canst thou look for redemption.’

Gustav groaned and turned his face to the wall. He did not answer when the priest spoke to him. Later, when they came to rouse him to take nourishment, they found that he was dead.

He must have been a man of parts, this Brother Josef. Certainly he was a skilled sculptor, as the Calvary he carved and set up at the crossroads testifies. It was he who carved the legend ‘Pray for Them’ upon the shrine, thinking in the simple goodness of his heart that those who knelt and said a prayer by it might offer a petition not alone for Gustav, but for the wife he had renounced and betrayed to her death. And on the tomb where they laid Gustav with the pomp and circumstances befitting his high rank good Brother Josef carved a goose to nestle at the dead knight’s feet. He could not put an effigy of Else on her husband’s sepulchre, but—she had been a goose-girl—let the symbol stand for her.

 

Brother Ambrose had attached a letter to the manuscript:

My very good, kind friend: From what you told me you had witnessed, and what we learn from reading these accounts of the old days, it seems that Gustav Hohenneitschütz is earthbound and doomed to suffer flagellation every Saint John’s Eve until the wife whom he renounced and sent to cruel death finds peace within the quiet of the grave. They would not let her be absolved before she died, but she had the desire and intention. Tomorrow I shall exorcize the Hohenneitschütz chapel, and grant her plenary absolution. Thereafter, every Saint John’s Eve I shall say Masses for the rest of their unquiet souls. We cannot know if this will win them rest eternal—all things are with God, my son—but we can try. Will not you come with me and help me in the rite of exorcism?

 

Nothing could have pleased me more, but next morning a field clerk handed me an order typed in triplicate stating that I would proceed to Saint Nazaire. There was, of course, no telephone by which I could reach Brother Ambrose, nor could I stop to call on him. I sent an orderly with a note—and another tin of tobacco—but could not wait for his answer.

My letters to him all came back. Perhaps they moved him to another convent, maybe the postmen didn’t try to deliver them.

Things were pretty chaotic in the last days of the Weimar Republic.

Did he bring peace and rest to those two troubled shades, or does poor little Else still come to the Hohenneitschütz chapel every Saint John’s Eve and lash her faithless lover through the long night from sunset to cock-crow? Does she still weep soft, compassionate tears as she lays on the scourge, and does she heal him with the kiss she gives him when they part at last, he to go back to his tomb-sleep for another year, she to go—who knows where?








 





 

 

 

The Phantom Farm House1

 

 

I HAD BEEN at the new Briarcliff Sanitarium nearly three weeks before I actually saw the house.

Every morning as I lay abed after the nurse had taken my temperature, I wondered what was beyond the copse of fir and spruce at the turn of the road. The picture seemed incomplete without chimneys rising among the evergreens. I thought about it so much I finally convinced myself there really was a house in the wood—a house where people lived and worked and were happy.

All during the long, trying days when I was learning to navigate a wheel-chair, I used to picture the house and the people who lived in it. There would be a father, I was sure; a stout, good-natured father, somewhat bald, who sat on the porch and smoked a cob pipe in the evening. And there was a mother, too—a waistless, plaid-skirted mother with hair smoothly parted over her forehead, who sat beside the father as he rocked and smoked, and who had a brown work-basket in her lap. She spread the stocking feet over her outstretched fingers and her vigilant needle spied out and closed every hole with a cunning no mechanical loom could rival.

Then there was a daughter. I was a little hazy in my conception of her; but I knew she was tall and slender as a hazel wand, and that her eyes were blue and wide and sympathetic. 

Picturing the house and its people became a favorite pastime with me during the time I was acquiring the art of walking all over again. By the time I was able to trust my legs on the road I felt I knew my way to my vision-friends’ home as well as I knew the byways of my own parish; though I had as yet not set foot outside the sanitarium.

Oddly enough, I chose the evening for my first long stroll. It was unusually warm for September in Maine, and some of the sturdier of the convalescents had been playing tennis during the afternoon. After dinner they sat on the veranda, comparing notes on their respective cases of influenza, or matching experiences in appendicitis operations.

After building the house bit by bit from my imagination, as a child pieces together a picture puzzle, I should have been bitterly disappointed if the woods had proved empty; yet when I reached the turn of the road and found my dream house a reality, I was almost afraid. Bit for bit and part for part, it was as I had visualized it.

A long, rambling, comfortable-looking farmhouse it was, with a wide porch screened by vines, and a whitewashed picket fence about the little clearing before it. There was a tumbledown gate in the fence, one of the kind that is held shut with a weighted chain. Looking closely, I saw the weight was a disused plowshare. Leading from gate to porch was a path of flat stones, laid unevenly in the short grass, and bordered with a double row of clam shells. A lamp burned in the front room, sending out cheerful golden rays to meet the silver moonlight.

A strange, eerie sensation came over me as I stood there. Somehow, I felt I had seen that house before—many, many times before; yet I had never been in that part of Maine till I came to Briarcliff, nor had anyone ever described the place to me. Indeed, except for my idle dreams, I had had no intimation that there was a house in those pines at all.

‘Who lives in the house at the turn of the road?’ I asked the fat man who roomed next to me.

He looked at me as blankly as if I had addressed him in Choctaw, then countered, ‘What road?’

‘Why, the south road,’ I explained. ‘I mean the house in the pines—just beyond the curve, you know.’

If such a thing had not been obviously absurd, I should have thought he looked frightened at my answer. Certainly his already prominent eyes started a bit further from his face.

‘Nobody lives there,’ he assured me. ‘Nobody’s lived there for years. There isn’t any house there.’

I became angry. What right had this fellow to make my civil question the occasion for an ill-timed jest? ‘As you please,’ I replied. ‘Perhaps there isn’t any house there for you; but I saw one there last night.’

‘My God!’ he ejaculated, and hurried away as if I’d just told him I was infected with smallpox.

Later in the day I overheard a snatch of conversation between him and one of his acquaintances in the lounge.

‘I tell you it’s so,’ he was saying with great earnestness. ‘I thought it was all a lot of poppycock, myself; but that clergyman saw it last night. I’m going to pack my traps and get back to the city, and not waste any time about it, either.’

‘Rats!’ his companion scoffed. ‘He must have been stringing you.’

Turning to light a cigar, he caught sight of me. ‘Say, Mr Weatherby,’ he called, ‘you didn’t mean to tell my friend here that you really saw a house down by those pines last night, did you?’

‘I certainly did,’ I answered, ‘and I tell you, too. There’s nothing unusual about it, is there?’

‘Is there?’ he repeated. ‘Is there? Say, what’d it look like?’

I described it to him as well as I could, and his eyes grew as wide as those of a child hearing a story of Bluebeard.

‘Well, I’ll be a Chinaman’s uncle!’ he declared as I finished. ‘I sure will!’

‘See here,’ I demanded. ‘What’s all the mystery about that farmhouse? Why shouldn’t I see it? It’s there to be seen, isn’t it?’

He gulped once or twice, as if there were something hot in his mouth, before he answered:

‘Look here, Mr Weatherby, I’m telling you this for your own good. You’d better stay in o’ nights; and you’d better stay away from those pines in particular.’

Nonplussed at this unsolicited advice, I was about to ask an explanation, when I detected the after-tang of whisky on his breath. I understood, then. I was being made the butt of a drunken joke by a pair of race-course followers.

‘I’m very much obliged, I’m sure,’ I replied with dignity, ‘but if you don’t mind, I’ll choose my own comings and goings.’

‘Oh, go as far as you like’—he waved his arms wide in token of my complete free-agency—‘go as far as you like. I’m going to New York.’

And he did. The pair of them left the sanitarium that afternoon.

 

A slight recurrence of my illness held me housebound for several days after my conversation with the two sportively inclined gentlemen, and the next time I ventured out at night the moon had waxed to the full, pouring a flood of light upon the earth that rivaled midday. The minutest objects were as readily distinguished as they would have been before sunset; in fact, I remember comparing the evening to a silver-plated noon.

As I trudged along the road to the pine copse I was busy formulating plans for intruding into the family circle at the farmhouse; devising all manner of pious frauds by which to scrape acquaintance.

‘Shall I feign having lost my way, and inquire direction to the sanitarium; or shall I ask if some mythical acquaintance, a John Squires, for instance, lives there?’ I asked myself as I neared the turn of the road.

Fortunately for my conscience, all these subterfuges were unnecessary, for as I neared the whitewashed fence, a girl left the porch and walked quickly to the gate, where she stood gazing pensively along the moonlit road. It was almost as if she were coming to meet me, I thought, as I slackened my pace and assumed an air of deliberate casualness.

Almost abreast of her, I lowered my cadence still more, and looked directly at her. Then I knew why my conception of the girl who lived in that house had been misty and indistinct. For the same reason the venerable John had faltered in his description of the New Jerusalem until his vision of the Isle of Patmos.

From the smoothly parted hair above her wide, forget-me-not eyes, to the hem of her white cotton frock, she was as slender and lovely as a Rossetti saint; as wonderful to the eye as a mediaeval poet’s vision of his lost love in paradise. Her forehead, evenly framed in the beaten bronze of her hair, was wide and high, and startlingly white, and her brows were delicately penciled as if laid on by an artist with a camel’s-hair brush. The eyes themselves were sweet and clear as forest pools mirroring the September sky, and lifted a little at the corners, like an Oriental’s, giving her face a quaint, exotic look in the midst of these Maine woods.

So slender was her figure that the swell of her bosom was barely perceptible under the light stuff of her dress, and, as she stood immobile in the nimbus of moon rays, the undulation of the line from her shoulders to ankles was what painters call a ‘curve of motion’.

One hand rested lightly on the gate, finely cut as a bit of Italian sculpture, and scarcely less white than the limed wood supporting it. I noticed idly that the forefinger was somewhat longer than its fellows, and that the nails were almond-shaped and very pink—almost red—as if they had been rouged and brightly polished.

No man can take stock of a woman thus, even in a cursory, fleeting glimpse, without her being aware of the inspection, and in the minute my eyes drank up her beauty, our glances crossed and held.

The look she gave back was as calm and unperturbed as though I had been non-existent; one might have thought I was an invisible wraith of the night; yet the faint suspicion of a flush quickening in her throat and cheeks told me she was neither unaware nor unappreciative of my scrutiny.

Mechanically, I raised my cap, and wholly without conscious volition, I heard my own voice asking:

‘May I trouble you for a drink from your well? I’m from the sanitarium—only a few days out of bed, in fact—and I fear I’ve overdone myself in my walk.’

A smile flitted across her rather wide lips, quick and sympathetic as a mother’s response to her child’s request, as she swung the gate open for me.

‘Surely,’ she answered, and her voice had all the sweetness of the south wind soughing through her native pines, ‘surely you may drink at our well, and rest yourself, too—if you wish.’

She preceded me up the path, quickening her pace as she neared the house, and running nimbly up the steps to the porch. From where I stood beside the old-fashioned well, fitted with windlass and bucket, I could hear the sound of whispering voices in earnest conversation. Hers I recognized, lowered though it was, by the flutelike purling of its tones; the other two were deeper, and, it seemed to me, hoarse and throaty. Somehow, odd as it seemed, there was a queer, canine note in them, dimly reminding me of the muttering of not too friendly dogs—such fractious growls as I had heard while doing missionary duty in Alaska, when the savage, half-wolf malamutes were not fed promptly at the relay stations.

Her voice rose a thought higher, as if in argument, and I fancied I heard her whisper, ‘This one is mine, I tell you—mine. I’ll brook no interference. Go to your own hunting.’

An instant more and there was a reluctant assenting growl from the shadow of the vines curtaining the porch, and a light laugh from the girl as she descended the steps, swinging a bright tin cup in her hand. For a second she looked at me, as she sent the bucket plunging into the stone-curbed well; then she announced, in explanation:

‘We’re great hunters here, you know. The season is just in, and Dad and I have the worst quarrels about whose game is whose.’

She laughed in recollection of their argument, and I laughed with her. I had been quite a Nimrod as a boy, myself, and well I remembered the heated controversies as to whose charge of shot was responsible for some luckless bunny’s demise.

The well was very deep, and my breath was coming fast by the time I had helped her wind the bucket-rope upon the windlass; but the water was cold as only spring-fed well water can be. As she poured it from the bucket it shone almost like foam in the moonlight, and seemed to whisper with a half-human voice, instead of gurgling as other water does when poured.

I had drunk water in nearly every quarter of the globe, but never such water as that. Cold as the breath from a glacier, limpid as visualized air, it was yet so light and tasteless in substance that only the chill in my throat and the sight of the liquid in the cup told me I was doing more than going through the motions of drinking.

‘And now, will you rest?’ she invited, as I finished my third draft. ‘We’ve an extra chair on the porch for you.’

Behind the screen of vines I found her father and mother seated in the rays of the big kitchen lamp. They were just as I had expected to find them—plain, homely, sincere country folk, courteous in their reception and anxious to make a sick stranger welcome. Both were stout, with the comfortable stoutness of middle age and good health; but both had surprisingly slender hands. I noticed, too, that the same characteristic of an over-long forefinger was apparent in their hands as in their daughter’s, and that the nails of both were trimmed to points and stained almost a brilliant red.

‘My father, Mr Squires,’ the girl introduced, ‘and my mother, Mrs Squires.’

I could not repress a start. These people bore the very name I had casually thought to use when inquiring for some imaginary person. My lucky stars had surely guided me away from that attempt to scrape an acquaintance. What a figure I should have cut if I had actually asked for Mr Squires!

Though I was not aware of it, my curious glance must have stayed longer on their reddened nails than I had intended, for Mrs Squires look deprecatingly at her hands. ‘We’ve all been turning in, putting up fox-grapes’—she included her husband and daughter with a comprehensive gesture. ‘And the stain just won’t wash out; has to wear off, you know.’

I spent, perhaps, two hours with my new-found friends, talking of everything from the best methods of potato culture to the surest way of landing a nine-pound bass. All three joined in the conversation and took a lively interest in the topics under discussion. After the vapid talk of the guests at the sanitarium, I found the simple, interested discourse of these country people as stimulating as wine, and when I left them it was with a hearty promise to renew my call at an early date.

‘Better wait until after dark,’ Mr Squires warned. ‘We’d be glad to see you any time; but we’re so busy these fall days, we haven’t much time for company.’

I took the broad hint in the same friendly spirit it was given.

It must have grown chillier than I realized while I sat there, for my new friends’ hands were clay-cold when I took them in mine at parting.

Homeward bound, a whimsical thought struck me so suddenly I laughed aloud. There was something suggestive of the dog tribe about the Squires family, though I could not for the life of me say what it was. Even Mildred, the daughter, beautiful as she was, with her light eyes, her rather prominent nose, and her somewhat wide mouth, reminded me in some vague way of a lovely silver collie I had owned as a boy.

I struck a tassel of dried leaves from a cluster of weeds with my walking-stick as I smiled at the fanciful conceit. The legend of the werewolves—those horrible monsters formed as men, but capable of assuming bestial shape at will, and killing and eating their fellows—was as old as mankind’s fear of the dark, but no mythology I had ever read contained a reference to dog-people.

Strange fancies strike us in the moonlight sometimes.

 

September ripened to October, and the moon, which had been as round and bright as an exchange-worn coin when I first visited the Squires house, waned as thin as a shaving from a silversmith’s lathe.

I became a regular caller at the house in the pines. Indeed, I grew to look forward to my nightly visits with those homely folks as a welcome relief from the tediously gay companionship of the over-sophisticated people at the sanitarium.

My habit of slipping away shortly after dinner was the cause of considerable comment and no little speculation on the part of my fellow convalescents, some of whom set it down to the eccentricity which, to their minds, was the inevitable concomitant of a minister’s vocation, while others were frankly curious. Snatches of conversation I overheard now and then led me to believe that the objective of my strolls was the subject of wagering, and the guarded questions put to me in an effort to solve the mystery became more and more annoying.

I had no intention of taking any of them to the farmhouse with me. The Squires were my friends. Their cheerful talk and unassuming manners were as delightful a contrast to the atmosphere of the sanitarium as a breath of mountain balsam after the fetid air of a hothouse; but to the city-centered crowd at Briarcliff they would have been only the objects of less than half-scornful patronage, the source of pitying amusement.

It was Miss Leahy who pushed the impudent curiosity further than any of the rest, however. One evening, as I was setting out, she met me at the gate and announced her intention of going with me.

‘You must have found something dreadfully attractive to take you off every evening this way, Mr Weatherby,’ she hazarded as she pursed her rather pretty, rouged lips at me and caught step with my walk. ‘We girls really can’t let some little country lass take you away from us, you know. We simply can’t.’

I made no reply. It was scarcely possible to tell a pretty girl, even such a vain little flirt as Sara Leahy, to go home and mind her business. Yet that was just what I wanted to do. But I would not take her with me; to that I made up my mind. I would stop at the turn of the road, just out of sight of the farmhouse, and cut across the fields. If she wanted to accompany me on a cross-country hike in high-heeled slippers, she was welcome to do so.

Besides, she would tell the others that my wanderings were nothing more mysterious than nocturnal explorations of the near-by woods; which bit of misinformation would satisfy the busybodies at Briarcliff and relieve me of the espionage to which I was subjected, as well.

I smiled grimly to myself as I pictured her climbing over fences and ditches in her flimsy party frock and beaded pumps, and lengthened my stride toward the woods at the road’s turn.

We marched to the limits of the field bordering the Squires’ grove in silence, I thinking of the mild revenge I should soon wreak upon the pretty little busybody at my side, Miss Leahy too intent on holding the pace I set to waste breath in conversation.

As we neared the woods she halted, an expression of worry, almost fear, coming over her face.

‘I don’t believe I’ll go any farther,’ she announced.

‘No?’ I replied a trifle sarcastically. ‘And is your curiosity so easily satisfied?’

‘It’s not that’—she turned half round, as if to retrace her steps—‘but I’m afraid of those woods.’

‘Indeed?’ I queried. ‘And what is there to be afraid of? Bears, Indians, or wildcats? I’ve been through them several times without seeing anything terrifying.’ Now she had come this far, I was anxious to take her through the fields and underbrush.

‘No-o,’ Miss Leahy answered, a nervous quaver in her voice, ‘I’m not afraid of anything like that; but—oh, I don’t know what you call it. Pierre told me all about it the other day. Some kind of dreadful thing—loop—loop—something or other. It’s a French word, and I can’t remember it.’

I was puzzled. Pierre Geronte was the ancient French-Canadian gardener at the sanitarium, and, like all doddering old men, would talk for hours to anyone who would listen. Also, like all habitants, he was full of the wild folklore his ancestors brought overseas with them generations ago.

‘What did Pierre tell you?’ I asked.

‘Why, he said that years ago some terrible people lived in these woods. They had the only house for miles around, and travelers stopped there for the night, sometimes. But no stranger was ever seen to leave that place, once he went in. One night the farmers gathered about the house and burned it, with the family that lived there. When the embers had cooled down they made a search, and found nearly a dozen bodies buried in the cellar. That was why no one ever came away from that dreadful place.

‘They took the murdered men to the cemetery and buried them, but they dumped the charred bodies of the murderers into graves in the barnyard, without even saying a prayer over them. And Pierre says—oh, look! Look!’

She broke off her recital of the old fellow’s story and pointed a trembling hand across the field to the edge of the woods. A second more and she shrank against me, clutching at my coat with fear-stiffened fingers and crying with excitement and terror.

I looked in the direction she indicated, myself a little startled by the abject fear that had taken such sudden hold on her.

Something white and ungainly was running diagonally across the field from us, skirting the margin of the woods and making for the meadow that adjoined the sanitarium pasture. A second glance told me it was a sheep, probably one of the flock kept to supply our table with fresh meat.

I was laughing at the strength of the superstition that could make the girl see a figure of horror in an innocent mutton that had strayed away from its fellows and was scared out of its silly wits, when something else attracted my attention.

Loping along in the trail of the fleeing sheep, somewhat to the rear and a little to each side, were two other animals. At first glance they appeared to be a pair of large collies; but as I looked more intently, I saw that these animals were like nothing I had ever seen before. They were much larger than any collie—nearly as high as St Bernards—yet shaped in a general way like Alaskan sledge-dogs—huskies.

The farther one was considerably the larger of the two, and ran with a slight limp, as if one of its hind paws had been injured. As nearly as I could tell in the indifferent light, they were a rusty brown color, very thick-haired and unkempt in appearance. But the strangest thing about them was the fact that both were tailless, which gave them a terrifyingly grotesque look.

As they ran, a third form, similar to the other two in shape, but smaller, slender as a greyhound, with much lighter-hued fur, broke from the thicket of short bush edging the wood and took up the chase, emitting a series of short, sharp yelps.

‘Sheep-killers,’ I murmured, half to myself. ‘Odd, I’ve never seen dogs like that before.’

‘They’re not dogs,’ wailed Miss Leahy against my coat. ‘They’re not dogs. Oh, Mr Weatherby, let’s go away. Please, please take me home!’

She was rapidly becoming hysterical, and I had a difficult time with her on the trip back. She clung whimpering to me, and I had almost to carry her most of the way. By the time we reached the sanitarium, she was crying bitterly, shivering as if with a chill, and went in without stopping to thank me for my assistance.

I turned and made for the Squires farm with all possible speed, hoping to get there before the family had gone to bed. But when I arrived the house was in darkness, and my knock at the door received no answer.

As I retraced my steps to the sanitarium I heard faintly, from the fields beyond the woods, the shrill, eerie cry of the sheep-killing dogs.

 

A torrent of rain held us marooned the next day. Miss Leahy was confined to her room, with a nurse in constant attendance and the house doctor making hourly calls. She was on the verge of a nervous collapse, he told me, crying with a persistence that bordered on hysteria, and responded to treatment very slowly.

An impromptu dance was organized in the great hall and half a dozen bridge tables set up in the library; but as I was skilled in neither of these rainy day diversions, I put on a waterproof and patrolled the veranda for exercise.

On my third or fourth trip around the house I ran into old Geronte shuffling across the porch, wagging his head and muttering portentously to himself.

‘See here, Pierre,’ I accosted him, ‘what sort of nonsense have you been telling Miss Leahy about those pine woods down the south road?’

The old fellow regarded me unwinkingly with his beady eyes, wrinkling his age-yellowed forehead for all the world like an elderly baboon inspecting a new sort of edible. ‘M’sieur goes out alone much at nights, n’est-ce pas?’ he asked, at length.

‘Yes, Monsieur goes out alone much at night,’ I echoed, ‘but what Monsieur particularly desires to know is what sort of tales you have been telling Mademoiselle Leahy. Comprenez vous?’

The network of wrinkles about his lips multiplied as he smiled enigmatically, regarding me askance from the corners of his eyes.

‘M’sieur is Anglais,’ he replied. ‘He would not understand—or believe.’

‘Never mind what I’d believe,’ I retorted. ‘What is this story about murder and robbery being committed in those woods? Who were the murderers, and where did they live? Hein?’

For a few seconds he looked fixedly at me, chewing the cud of senility between his toothless gums; then, glancing carefully about, as if he feared being overheard, he tiptoed up to me and whispered:

‘M’sieur mus’ stay indoors these nights. W’en the moon, she shine, yes; w’en she not show her face, no. There are evil things abroad at the dark of the moon, M’sieur. Evan las’ night they keel t’ree of my bes’ sheep. Remembair, M’sieur, the loup-garou, he is out when the moon hide her light.’

And with that he turned and left me; nor could I get another word from him save his cryptic warning, ‘Remembair, M’sieur, the loup-garou. Remembair.’

In spite of my annoyance, I could not get rid of the unpleasant sensation the old man’s words left with me. ‘The loup-garou—werewolf’—he had said, and to prove his goblin-wolf’s presence, he had cited the death of his three sheep.

As I paced the rain-washed porch I thought of the scene I had witnessed the night before, when the sheep-killers were at their work.

‘Well,’ I reflected, ‘I’ve seen the loup-garou on his native heath at last. From causes as slight as this, no doubt, the horrible legend of the werewolf had sprung. Time was when all France quaked at the sound of the loup-garou’s hunting-call and the bravest knights in Christendom trembled in their castles and crossed themselves fearfully because some renegade shepherd dog quested his prey in the night. On such a foundation are the legends of people built.’

Whistling a snatch from Pinafore and looking skyward in search of a patch of blue in the clouds, I felt a tug at my raincoat sleeve, such as a neglected terrier might give. It was Geronte again.

‘M’sieur,’ he began in the same mysterious whisper, ‘the loup-garou is a verity, certainly. I, myself, have nevair seen him’—he paused to bless himself—‘but my cousin, Baptiste, was once pursued by him. Yes.

‘It was near the shrine of the good Sainte Anne that Baptiste lived. One night he was sent to fetch the curé for a dying woman. They rode fast through the trees, the curé and my cousin Baptiste, for it was at the dark of the moon, and the evil forest folk were abroad. And as they galloped, there came a loup-garou from the woods, with eyes as bright as hell-fire. It followed hard, this tailless hound from the devil’s kennel; but they reached the house before it, and the curé put his book, with the Holy Cross on its cover, at the doorstep. The loup-garou wailed under the windows like a child in pain until the sun rose; then it slunk back to the forest.

‘When my cousin Baptiste and the curé came out, they found its hand marks in the soft earth around the door. Very like your hand, or mine, they were, M’sieur, save that the first finger was longer than the others.’

‘And did they find the loup-garou?’ I asked, something of the old man’s earnestness communicated to me.

‘Yes, M’sieur; but of course,’ he replied gravely. ‘T’ree weeks before, a stranger, drowned in the river, had been buried without the office of the Church. W’en they opened his grave they found his fingernails as red as blood, and sharp. Then they knew. The good curé read the burial office over him, and the poor soul that had been snatched away in sin slept peacefully at last.’

He looked quizzically at me, as if speculating whether to tell me more; then, apparently fearing I would laugh at his outburst of confidence, he started away toward the kitchen.

‘Well, what else, Pierre?’ I asked, feeling he had more to say.

‘Non, non, non,’ he replied. ‘There is nothing more, M’sieur. I did but want M’sieur should know my own cousin, Baptiste Geronte, had seen the loup-garou with his very eyes.’

‘Hearsay evidence,’ I commented, as I went in to dinner.

 

During the rainy week that followed I chafed at my confinement like a privileged convict suddenly deprived of his liberties, and looked as wistfully down the south road as any prisoned gipsy ever gazed upon the open trail.

The quiet home circle at the farmhouse, the unforced conversation of the old folks, Mildred’s sweet companionship, all beckoned me with an almost irresistible force. For in this period of enforced separation I discovered what I had dimly suspected for some time—I loved Mildred Squires. And, loving her, I longed to tell her of it.

No lad intent on visiting his first sweetheart ever urged his feet more eagerly than I when, the curtains of rain at last drawn up, I hastened toward the house at the turn of the road.

As I hoped, yet hardly dared expect, Mildred was standing at the gate to meet me as I rounded the curve, and I yearned toward her like a humming-bird seeking its nest.

She must have read my heart in my eyes, for her greeting smile was as tender as a mother’s as she bends above her babe.

‘At last you have come, my friend,’ she said, putting out both hands in welcome. ‘I am very glad.’

We walked silently up the path, her fingers still resting in mine, her face averted. At the steps she paused, a little embarrassment in her voice as she explained, ‘Father and Mother are out; they have gone to a —meeting. But you will stay?’

‘Surely,’ I acquiesced. And to myself I admitted my gratitude for this chance of Mildred’s unalloyed company.

We talked but little that night. Mildred was strangely distrait, and, much as I longed to, I could not force a confession of my love from my lips. Once, in the midst of a long pause between our words, the cry of the sheep-killers came faintly to us, echoed across the fields and woods, and as the weird, shrill sound fell on our ears she threw back her head with something of the gesture of a hunting dog scenting its quarry.

Toward midnight she turned to me, a panic of fear having apparently laid hold of her.

‘You must go,’ she exclaimed, rising and laying her hand on my shoulder.

‘But your father and mother have not returned,’ I objected. ‘Won’t you let me stay until they get back?’

‘Oh, no, no!’ she answered, her agitation increasing. ‘You must go at once—please.’ She increased her pressure on my shoulder, almost as if to shove me from the porch.

Taken aback by her sudden desire to be rid of me, I was picking up my hat, when she uttered a stifled scream and ran quickly to the edge of the porch, interposing herself between me and the yard. At the same moment I heard a muffled sound from the direction of the front gate, a sound like a growling and snarling of savage dogs.

I leaped forward, my first thought being that the sheep-killers I had seen the other night had strayed to the Squires place. Crazed with blood I knew they would be almost as dangerous to men as to sheep, and every nerve in my sickness-weakened body cried out to protect Mildred.

To my blank amazement, as I looked from the porch I beheld Mr and Mrs Squires walking sedately up the path, talking composedly together. There was no sign of the dogs or any other animals about.

As the elderly couple neared the porch I noticed that Mr Squires walked with a pronounced limp, and that both their eyes shone very brightly in the moonlight, as though they were suffused with tears.

They greeted me pleasantly enough; but Mildred’s anxiety seemed increased, rather than diminished, by their presence, and I took my leave after a brief exchange of civilities.

On my way back I looked intently in the woods bordering the road for some sign of the house of which Pierre had told Miss Leahy; but everywhere the pines grew as thickly as though neither ax nor fire had ever disturbed them.

‘Geronte is in his second childhood,’ I reflected, ‘and like an elder child, he loves to terrify his juniors with fearsome witch-tales.’

Yet an uncomfortable feeling was with me till I saw the gleam of the sanitarium’s lights across the fields; and as I walked toward them it seemed to me that more than once I heard the baying of the sheep-killers in the woods behind me.

 

A buzz of conversation, like the sibilant arguments of a cloud of swarming bees, greeted me as I descended the stairs to breakfast next morning.

It appeared that Ned, one of the pair of great mastiffs attached to the sanitarium, had been found dead before his kennel, his throat and brisket torn open and several gaping wounds in his flanks. Boris, his fellow, had been discovered whimpering and trembling in the extreme corner of the dog house, the embodiment of canine terror.

Speculation as to the animal responsible for the outrage was rife, and, as usual, it ran the gamut of possible and impossible surmises. Every sort of beast from a grizzly bear to a lion escaped from the circus was in turn indicted for the crime, only to have a complete alibi straightway established.

The only one having no suggestion to offer was old Geronte, who stood sphinxlike in the outskirts of the crowd, smiling sardonically to himself and wagging his head sagely. As he caught sight of me he nodded sapiently, as if to include me in the joint tenancy to some weighty secret.

Presently he worked his way through the chattering group and whispered, ‘M’sieur, he was here last night—and with him was the other tailless one. Come and see.’

Plucking me by the sleeve, he led me to the rear of the kennels, and, stooping, pointed to something in the moist earth. ‘You see?’ he asked, as if a printed volume lay for my reading in the mud.

‘I see that someone has been on his hands and knees here,’ I answered, inspecting the hand prints he indicated.

‘Something,’ he corrected, as if reasoning with an obstinate child. ‘Does not M’sieur behol’ that the first finger is the longest?’

‘Which proves nothing,’ I defended. ‘There are many hands like that.’

‘Oh—yes?’ he replied with that queer upward accent of his. ‘And where has M’sieur seen hands like that before?’

‘Oh, many times,’ I assured him somewhat vaguely, for there was a catch at the back of my throat as I spoke. Try as I would, I could recall only three pairs of hands with that peculiarity.

His little black eyes rested steadily on me in an unwinking stare, and the corners of his mouth curved upward in a malicious grin. It seemed, almost, as if he found a grim pleasure in thus driving me into a corner.

‘See here, Pierre,’ I began testily, equally annoyed at myself and him, ‘you know as well as I that the loup-garou is an old woman’s tale. Someone was looking here for tracks, and left his own while doing it. If we look among the patients here we shall undoubtedly find a pair of hands to match these prints.’

‘God forbid!’ he exclaimed, crossing himself. ‘That would be an evil day for us, M’sieur.

‘Here, Bor-ees,’ he snapped his fingers to the surviving mastiff, ‘come and eat.’

The huge beast came wallowing over to him with the ungainly gait of all heavily muscled animals, stopping on his way to make a nasal investigation of my knees. Scarcely had his nose come into contact with my trousers when he leaped back, every hair in his mane and along his spine stiffly erect, every tooth in his great mouth bared in a savage snarl. But instead of the mastiff’s fighting growl, he emitted only a low, frightened whine, as though he were facing some animal of greater power than himself, and knew his own weakness.

‘Good heavens!’ I cried, thoroughly terrified at the friendly brute’s sudden hostility.

‘Yes, M’sieur,’ Geronte cut in quickly, putting his hand on the dog’s collar and leading him a few paces away. ‘It is well you should call upon the heavenly ones; for surely you have the odor of hell upon your clothes.’

‘What do you mean?’ I demanded angrily. ‘How dare you——’

He raised a thin hand deprecatingly.

‘M’sieur knows that he knows,’ he replied evenly, ‘and that I also know.’

And leading Boris by the collar, he shuffled to the house.

 

Mildred was waiting for me at the gate that evening, and again her father and mother were absent at one of their meetings.

We walked silently up the path and seated ourselves on the porch steps, where the waning moon cast oblique rays through the pine branches.

I think Mildred felt the tension I was drawn to, for she talked trivialities with an almost feverish earnestness, stringing her sentences together, and changing her subjects as a Navajo rug-weaver twists and breaks her threads.

At last I found an opening in the abattis of her small talk.

‘Mildred,’ I said, very simply, for great emotions tear the ornaments from our speech, ‘I love you, and I want you for my wife. Will you marry me, Mildred?’ I laid my hand on hers. It was cold as lifeless flesh, and seemed to shrink beneath my touch.

‘Surely, dear, you must have read the love in my eyes,’ I urged, as she averted her face in silence. ‘Almost from the night I first saw you, I’ve loved you, dear. I——’

‘O-o-h, don’t,’ her interruption was a strangled moan, as if wrung from her by my words.

I leaned nearer her. ‘Don’t you love me, Mildred?’ I asked. As yet she had not denied it.

For a moment she trembled, as if a sudden chill had come on her; then, leaning to me, she clasped my shoulders in her arms, hiding her face against my jacket.

‘John, John, you don’t know what you say,’ she whispered disjointedly, as though a sob had torn the words before they left her lips. Her breath was on my cheek, moist and cold as air from a vault.

I could feel the litheness of her through the thin stuff of her gown, and her body was as devoid of warmth as a dead thing.

‘You’re cold,’ I told her, putting my arms shieldingly about her. ‘The night has chilled you.’

A convulsive sob was her only answer.

‘Mildred,’ I began again, putting my hand beneath her chin and lifting her face to mine, ‘tell me, dear, what is the matter?’ I lowered my lips to hers.

With a cry that was half scream, half weeping, she thrust me suddenly from her, pressing her hands against my breast and lowering her head until her face was hidden between her outstretched arms. I, too, started back, for in the instant our lips were about to meet, hers had writhed back from her teeth, like a dog’s when he is about to spring, and a low, harsh noise, almost a growl, had risen in her throat.

‘For God’s sake,’ she whispered hoarsely, agony in every note of her shaking voice, ‘never do that again! Oh, my dear, dear love, you don’t know how near to a horror worse than death you were.’

‘A—horror—worse—than—death?’ I echoed dully, pressing her cold little hands in mine. ‘What do you mean, Mildred?’

‘Loose my hands,’ she commanded with a quaint reversion to the speech of our ancestors, ‘and hear me. I do love you. I love you better than life, better than death. I love you so I have overcome something stronger than the walls of the grave for your sake; but John, my very love, this is our last night together. We can never meet again. You must go, now, and not come back until tomorrow morning.’

‘Tomorrow morning?’ I repeated blankly. What wild talk was this?

Heedless of my interruption, she hurried on. ‘Tomorrow morning, just before the sun rises over those trees, you must be here, and have your prayer-book with you.’

I listened speechless, wondering which of us was mad.

‘By that corncrib there,’ she waved a directing hand, ‘you will find three mounds. Stand beside them and read the office for the burial of the dead. Come quickly, and pause for nothing on the way. Look back for nothing; heed no sound from behind you. And for your own safety, come no sooner than to allow yourself the barest time to read your office.’

Bewildered, I attempted to reason with the madwoman; begged her to explain this folly; but she refused all answer to my fervid queries, nor would she suffer me to touch her.

Finally, I rose to go. ‘You will do what I ask?’ she implored.

‘Certainly not,’ I answered firmly.

‘John, John, have pity!’ she cried, flinging herself to the earth before me and clasping my knees. ‘You say you love me. I only ask this one favor of you—only this. Please, for my sake, for the peace of the dead and the safety of the living, promise you will do this thing for me.’

Shaken by her abject supplication, I promised, though I felt myself a figure in some grotesque nightmare as I did it.

‘Oh, my love, my precious love,’ she wept, rising and taking both my hands. ‘At last I shall have peace and you shall bring it to me. No,’ she forbade as I made to take her in my arms at parting. ‘The most I can give you, dear, is this.’ She held her icy hands against my lips. ‘It seems so little, dear; but oh! it is so much.’

Like a drunkard in his cups I staggered along the south road, my thoughts gone wild with the strangeness of the play I had just acted.

Across the clearing came the howls of the sheep-killers, a sound I had grown used to of late. But tonight there was a deeper, fiercer timbre in their bay, a note that boded ill for man as well as beast. Louder and louder it swelled; it was rising from the field itself, now, drawing nearer and nearer the road.

I turned and looked. The great beasts I had seen pursuing the luckless sheep the other night were galloping toward me. A cold finger seemed traced down my spine; the scalp crept and tingled beneath my cap. There was no other object of their quest in sight. I was their elected prey.

My first thought was to turn and run, but a second’s reasoning told me this was worse than useless. Weakened with long illness, with an uphill road to the nearest shelter, I should soon be run down.

No friendly tree offered asylum; my only hope was to stand and fight. Grasping my stick, I spread my feet, bracing myself against their charge.

And as I waited their onslaught, there came from the shadow of the pines the shriller, sharper cry of the third beast. Like the crest of a flying windlashed wave, the slighter, silver-furred brute came speeding across the meadow, its ears laid back, its slender paws spurning the sod daintily. Almost it seemed as if the pale shadow of a cloud were racing toward me.

The thing dashed slantwise across the field, its flight converging on the line of the other two’s attack. Midway between me and them it paused, hairs bristling, limbs bent for a spring.

My eyes went wide with incredulity. It was standing in my defense.

All the savageness of the larger beasts’ hunting-cry was echoed in the smaller creature’s bay, and with it a defiance that needed no interpretation.

The attackers paused in their rush, halted, and looked speculatively at my ally. They took a few tentative steps in my direction, and a fierce whine, almost an articulate curse, went up from the silver-haired beast. Slowly the tawny pair circled and trotted back to the woods.

I hurried toward the sanitarium, grasping my stick firmly in readiness for another attack.

But no further cries came from the woods, and once, as I glanced back, I saw the light-haired beast trotting slowly in my wake, looking from right to left, as if to ward off danger.

Half an hour later I looked from my window toward the house in the pines. Far down the south road, its muzzle pointed to the moon, the bright-furred animal crouched and poured out a lament to the night. And its cry was like the wail of a child in pain.

 

Far into the night I paced my room, like a condemned convict when the vigil of the death watch is on him. Reason and memory struggled for the mastery; one urging me to give over my wild act, the other bidding me obey my promise to Mildred.

Toward morning I dropped into a chair, exhausted with my objectless marching. I must have fallen asleep, for when I started up the stars were dimming in the zenith, and bands of slate, shading to amethyst, slanted across the horizon.

A moment I paused, laughing cynically at my fool’s errand; then, seizing cap and book, I bolted down the stairs, and ran through the paling dawn to the house in the pines.

There was something ominous and terrifying in the two-toned pastel of the house that morning. Its windows stared at me with blank malevolence, like the half-closed eyes of one stricken dead in mortal sin. The little patches of hoar-frost on the lawn were like leprous spots on some unclean thing. From the trees behind the clearing an owl hooted mournfully, as if to say, ‘Beware, beware!’ and the wind soughing through the black pine boughs echoed the refrain ceaselessly.

Three mounds, sunken and weed-grown, lay in the unkempt thicket behind the corncrib. I paused beside them, throwing off my cap and adjusting my stole hastily. Thumbing the pages to the committal service, I held the book close, that I might see the print through the morning shadows, and commenced: ‘I know that my redeemer liveth. . . .’

Almost beside me, under the branches of the pines, there rose such a chorus of howls and yelps I nearly dropped my book. Like all the hounds in the kennels of hell, the sheep-killers clamored at me, rage and fear and mortal hatred in their eyes. Through the bestial cadences, too, there seemed to run a human note—the sound of voices heard before beneath these very trees. Deep and throaty and raging mad, two of the voices came to me, and, like the tremolo of a violin lightly played in an orchestra of brass, the shriller cry of a third beast sounded.

As the infernal hubbub rose at my back, I half turned to fly. Next instant I grasped my book more firmly and resumed my office; for, like a beacon in the dark, Mildred’s words flashed on my memory: ‘Look back for nothing; heed no sound behind you.’

Strangely, too, the din approached no nearer, but as though held by an invisible bar, stayed at the boundary of the clearing.

‘Man that is born of a woman hath but a short time to live and is full of misery . . . deliver us from all our offenses . . . O Lord, deliver us not into the bitter pains of eternal death. . . .’ and to such an accompaniment, surely, as no priest ever before chanted the office, I pressed through the brief service to the final amen.

Tiny gouts of moisture stood out on my forehead and my breath struggled in my throat as I gasped out the last word. My nerves were frayed to shreds and my strength nearly gone as I let fall my book and turned upon the beasts among the trees.

They were gone. Abruptly as it had begun, their clamor stopped, and only the rotting pine needles, lightly gilded by the morning sun, met my gaze. A light touch fell in the palm of my open hand, as if a pair of cool, sweet lips had laid a kiss there.

A vapor like swamp-fog enveloped me. The outbuildings, the old, stone-curbed well where I had drunk the night I first saw Mildred, the house itself—all seemed fading into mist and swirling away in the morning breeze.

 

‘Eh, eh, eh; but M’sieur will do himself an injury, sleeping on the wet earth!’ Old Geronte bent over me, his arm beneath my shoulders. Behind him, great Boris, the mastiff, stood wagging his tail, regarding me with doggish good humor.

‘Pierre,’ I muttered thickly, ‘how came you here?’

‘This morning, going to my tasks, I saw M’sieur run down the road like a thing pursued. I followed quickly, for the woods hold terrors in the dark, M’sieur.’

I looked toward the farmhouse. Only a pair of chimneys, rising stark and bare from a crumbling foundation, were there. Fence, well, barn—all were gone, and in their place was a thicket of sumac and briars, tangled and overgrown as though undisturbed for thirty years.

‘The house, Pierre! Where is the house?’ I croaked, sinking my fingers into his withered arm.

‘’Ouse?’ he echoed. ‘Oh, but of course! There is no ’ouse here, M’sieur; nor has there been for years. This is an evil place, M’sieur, it is best we quit it, and that quickly. There be evil things that run by night——’

‘No more,’ I answered, staggering toward the road, leaning heavily on him. ‘I brought them peace, Pierre.’

He looked dubiously at the English prayer book I held. A Protestant clergyman is a thing of doubtful usefulness to the orthodox French-Canadian. Something of the heart-sick misery in my face must have touched his kind old heart, for at last he relented, shaking his head pityingly and patting my shoulder gently, as one would soothe a sorrowing child.

‘Per’aps, M’sieur,’ he conceded. ‘Per’aps; who shall say no? Love and sorrow are the purchase price of peace. Yes. Did not le bon Dieu so buy the peace of the world?’
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Notes

 

Introduction

1 Quinn made good use of this material in many of his subsequent horror tales, as well as in a popular series of true crime articles published in Weird Tales between 1923 and 1925, all of which were recently collected as Weird Crimes & Servants of Satan, edited and introduced by Peter Ruber (Shelburne, Ontario: The Battered Silicon Dispatch Box, 1998).

2 A six-part serial, The Devil’s Bride, ran in Weird Tales from February to July 1932.

3 ‘Lynne Foster Is Dead!’, Weird Tales, November 1938.

 

The Gentle Werewolf

1 Lands held by the Crusaders.

 

Mortmain

1 Gentleman (Russian)

2 No matter (Russian)

3 Nurse

 

The Phantom Farm House

1 The original title for Quinn’s first piece of fiction in Weird Tales. It appeared in the October 1923 issue of the ‘Unique Magazine’.








 





 

 

 

 

For full details of all eBooks published

by Ash-Tree Press

please visit our website at

www.ash-tree.bc.ca/eBooks.htm

 

 

If you enjoyed reading

Night Creatures

please consider leaving a review

at the amazon.com website








 
Table of Contents


		Introduction

	The Golden Spider

	The Gentle Werewolf

	Mortmain

	Uncanonized

	The Thing in the Fog

	Two Shall Be Born

	Glamour

	Masked Ball

	Is the Devil a Gentleman?

	There Are Such Things

	The Phantom Farm House

	Sources

	1

	2

	3



cover1.jpeg









