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It was a dark, starless night. We
were becalmed in the Northern Pacific. Our exact position I do not know; for
the sun had been hidden during the course of a weary, breathless week, by a
thin haze which had seemed to float above us, about the height of our
mastheads, at whiles descending and shrouding the surrounding sea.


With there being no wind, we had steadied the tiller, and I
was the only man on deck. The crew, consisting of two men and a boy, were
sleeping forward in their den, while Will—my friend, and the master of our
little craft—was aft in his bunk on the port side of the little cabin.


Suddenly, from out of the surrounding darkness, there came a
hail:


“Schooner, ahoy!”


The cry was so unexpected that I gave no immediate answer,
because of my surprise.


It came again—a voice curiously throaty and inhuman, calling
from somewhere upon the dark sea away on our port broadside:


“Schooner, ahoy!”


“Hullo!” I sung out, having gathered my wits somewhat. “What
are you? What do you want?”


“You need not be afraid,” answered the queer voice, having
probably noticed some trace of confusion in my tone. “I am only an old—man.”


The pause sounded odd, but it was only afterward that it
came back to me with any significance.


“Why don’t you come alongside, then?” I queried somewhat
snappishly; for I liked not his hinting at my having been a trifle shaken.


“I—I—can’t. It wouldn’t be safe. I——” The voice broke off,
and there was silence.


“What do you mean?” I asked, growing more and more
astonished. “What’s not safe? Where are you?”


I listened for a moment; but there came no answer. And then,
a sudden indefinite suspicion, of I knew not what, coming to me, I stepped
swiftly to the binnacle and took out the lighted lamp. At the same time, I
knocked on the deck with my heel to waken Will. Then I was back at the side,
throwing the yellow funnel of light out into the silent immensity beyond our
rail. As I did so, I heard a slight muffled cry, and then the sound of a
splash, as though someone had dipped oars abruptly. Yet I cannot say with
certainty that I saw anything; save, it seemed to me, that with the first flash
of the light there had been something upon the waters, where now there was
nothing.


“Hullo, there!” I called. “What foolery is this?”


But there came only the indistinct sounds of a boat being
pulled away into the night.


Then I heard Will’s voice from the direction of the after
scuttle:


“What’s up, George?”


“Come here, Will!” I said.


“What is it?” he asked, coming across the deck.


I told him the queer thing that had happened. He put several
questions; then, after a moment’s silence, he raised his hands to his lips and
hailed:


“Boat, ahoy!”


From a long distance away there came back to us a faint
reply, and my companion repeated his call. Presently, after a short period of
silence, there grew on our hearing the muffled sound of oars, at which Will
hailed again.


This time there was a reply: “Put away the light.”


“I’m damned if I will,” I muttered; but Will told me to do
as the voice bade, and I shoved it down under the bulwarks.


“Come nearer,” he said, and the oar strokes continued. Then,
when apparently some half dozen fathoms distant, they again ceased.


“Come alongside!” exclaimed Will. “There’s nothing to be
frightened of aboard here.”


“Promise that you will not show the light?”


“What’s to do with you,” I burst out, “that you’re so
infernally afraid of the light?”


“Because—” began the voice, and stopped short.


“Because what?” I asked quickly.


Will put his hand on my shoulder. “Shut up a minute, old
man,” he said, in a low voice. “Let me tackle him.”


He leaned more over the rail.


“See here, mister,” he said, “this is a pretty queer
business, you coming upon us like this, right out in the middle of the blessed
Pacific. How are we to know what sort of a hanky-panky trick you’re up to? You
say there’s only one of you. How are we to know, unless we get a squint at
you—eh? What’s your objection to the light, anyway?”


As he finished, I heard the noise of the oars again, and
then the voice came; but now from a greater distance, and sounding extremely
hopeless and pathetic.


“I am sorry—sorry! I would not have troubled you, only I am
hungry, and—so is she.”


The voice died away, and the sound of the oars, dipping
irregularly, was borne to us.


“Stop!” sang out Will. “I don’t want to drive you away. Come
back! We’ll keep the light hidden, if you don’t like it.”


He turned to me:


“It’s a damned queer rig, this; but I think there’s nothing
to be afraid of?”


There was a question in his tone, and I replied.


“No, I think the poor devil’s been wrecked around here, and
gone crazy.”


The sound of the oars drew nearer.


“Shove that lamp back in the binnacle,” said Will; then he
leaned over the rail and listened. I replaced the lamp and came back to his
side. The dipping of the oars ceased some dozen yards distant.


“Won’t you come alongside now?” asked Will in an even voice.
“I have had the lamp put back in the binnacle.”


“I—I cannot,” replied the voice. “I dare not come nearer. I
dare not even pay you for the— the provisions.”


“That’s all right,” said Will, and hesitated. “You’re
welcome to as much grub as you can take—” Again he hesitated.


“You are very good!” exclaimed the voice. “May God, Who
understands everything, reward you—” It broke off huskily.


“The—the lady?” said Will abruptly. “Is she—”


“I have left her behind upon the island,” came the voice.


“What island?” I cut in.


“I know not its name,” returned the voice. “I would to God—”
it began, and checked itself as suddenly.


“Could we not send a boat for her?” asked Will at this
point.


“No!” said the voice, with extraordinary emphasis. “My God!
No!” There was a moment’s pause; then it added, in a tone which seemed a
merited reproach:


“It was because of our want I ventured—because her agony
tortured me.”


“I am a forgetful brute!” exclaimed Will. “Just wait a
minute, whoever you are, and I will bring you up something at once.”


In a couple of minutes he was back again, and his arms were
full of various edibles. He paused at the rail.


“Can’t you come alongside for them?” he asked.


“No—I dare not,” replied the voice, and it seemed to me that
in its tones I detected a note of stifled craving—as though the owner hushed a
mortal desire. It came to me then in a flash that the poor old creature out
there in the darkness was suffering for actual need for that which Will held in
his arms; and yet, because of some unintelligible dread, refraining from
dashing to the side of our schooner and receiving it. And with the
lightning-like conviction there came the knowledge that the Invisible was not
mad, but sanely facing some intolerable horror.


“Damn it, Will!” I said, full of many feelings, over which
predominated a vast sympathy. “Get a box. We must float off the stuff to him in
it.”


This we did, propelling it away from the vessel, out into
the darkness, by means of a boat hook. In a minute a slight cry from the
Invisible came to us, and we knew that he had secured the box.


A little later he called out a farewell to us, and so
heartful a blessing, that I am sure we were the better for it. Then, without
more ado, we heard the ply of oars across the darkness.


“Pretty soon off,” remarked Will, with perhaps just a little
sense of injury.


“Wait,” I replied. “I think somehow he’ll come back. He must
have been badly needing that food.”


“And the lady,” said Will. For a moment he was silent; then
he continued:


“It’s the queerest thing ever I’ve tumbled across since I’ve
been fishing.”


“Yes,” I said, and fell to pondering.


And so the time slipped away—an hour, another, and still
Will stayed with me; for the queer adventure had knocked all desire for sleep
out of him.


The third hour was three parts through when we heard again
the sound of oars across the silent ocean.


“Listen!” said Will, a low note of excitement in his voice.


“He’s coming, just as I thought,” I muttered.


The dipping of the oars grew nearer, and I noted that the
strokes were firmer and longer. The food had been needed.


They came to a stop a little distance off the broadside, and
the queer voice came again to us through the darkness:


“Schooner, ahoy!”


“That you?” asked Will.


“Yes,” replied the voice. “I left you suddenly, but—but
there was great need.”


“The lady?” questioned Will.


“The—lady is grateful now on earth. She will be more
grateful soon in—in heaven.”


Will began to make some reply, in a puzzled voice; but
became confused, and broke off short. I said nothing. I was wondering at the
curious pauses, and, apart from my wonder, I was full of a great sympathy.


The voice continued:


“We—she and I, have talked, as we shared the result of God’s
tenderness and yours—”


Will interposed; but without coherence.


“I beg of you not to—to belittle your deed of Christian
charity this night,” said the voice. “Be sure that it has not escaped His
notice.”


It stopped, and there was a full minute’s silence. Then it
came again:


“We have spoken together upon that which—which has befallen
us. We had thought to go out, without telling anyone of the terror which has
come into our—lives. She is with me in believing that tonight’s happenings are
under a special ruling, and that it is God’s wish that we should tell to you
all that we have suffered since—since—”


“Yes?” said Will softly.


“Since the sinking of the Albatross.”


“Ah!” I exclaimed involuntarily. “She left Newcastle for
’Frisco some six months ago, and hasn’t been heard of since.”


“Yes” answered the voice. “But some few degrees to the North
of the line, she was caught in a terrible storm, and dismasted. When the day
came, it was found that she was leaking badly, and, presently, it falling to a
calm, the sailors took to the boats, leaving—leaving a young lady—my
fiancée—and myself upon the wreck.


“We were below, gathering together a few of our belongings,
when they left. They were entirely callous, through fear, and when we came up
upon the decks, we saw them only as small shapes afar off upon the horizon. Yet
we did not despair, but set to work and constructed a small raft. Upon this we
put such few matters as it would hold, including a quantity of water and some
ship’s biscuit. Then, the vessel being very deep in the water, we got ourselves
onto the raft and pushed off.


“It was later, when I observed that we seemed to be in the
way of some tide or current, which bore us from the ship at an angle; so that
in the course of three hours, by my watch, her hull became invisible to our
sight, her broken masts remaining in view for a somewhat longer period. Then,
towards evening, it grew misty, and so through the night. The next day we were
still encompassed by the mist, the weather remaining quiet.


“For four days we drifted through this strange haze, until,
on the evening of the fourth day, there grew upon our ears the murmur of
breakers at a distance. Gradually it became plainer, and, somewhat after
midnight, it appeared to sound upon either hand at no very great space. The
raft was raised upon a swell several times, and then we were in smooth water,
and the noise of the breakers was behind.


“When the morning came, we found that we were in a sort of
great lagoon; but of this we noticed little at the time; for close before us,
through the enshrouding mist, loomed the hull of a large sailing vessel. With
one accord, we fell upon our knees and thanked God, for we thought that here
was an end to our perils. We had much to learn.


“The raft drew near to the ship, and we shouted on them to
take us aboard; but none answered. Presently the raft touched against the side
of the vessel, and seeing a rope hanging downward, I seized it and began to
climb. Yet I had much ado to make my way up, because of a kind of grey,
lichenous fungus that had seized upon the rope, and which blotched the side of
the ship lividly.


“I reached the rail and clambered over it, onto the deck.
Here I saw that the decks were covered, in great patches, with grey masses,
some of them rising into nodules several feet in height; but at the time I
thought less of this matter than of the possibility of there being people
aboard the ship. I shouted; but none answered. Then I went to the door below
the poop deck. I opened it, and peered in. There was a great smell of
staleness, so that I knew in a moment that nothing living was within, and with
the knowledge, I shut the door quickly; for I felt suddenly lonely.


“I went back to the side where I had scrambled up. My—my
sweetheart was still sitting quietly upon the raft. Seeing me look down, she
called up to know whether there were any aboard of the ship. I replied that the
vessel had the appearance of having been long deserted, but that if she would
wait a little I would see whether there was anything in the shape of a ladder
by which she could ascend to the deck. Then we would make a search through the
vessel together. A little later, on the opposite side of the decks, I found a
rope side ladder. This I carried across, and a minute afterwards she was beside
me.


“Together we explored the cabins and apartments in the after
part of the ship; but nowhere was there any sign of life. Here and there,
within the cabins themselves, we came across odd patches of that queer fungus;
but this, as my sweetheart said, could be cleansed away.


“In the end, having assured ourselves that the after portion
of the vessel was empty, we picked our ways to the bows, between the ugly grey
nodules of that strange growth; and here we made a further search, which told
us that there was indeed none aboard but ourselves.


“This being now beyond any doubt, we returned to the stern
of the ship and proceeded to make ourselves as comfortable as possible.
Together we cleared out and cleaned two of the cabins; and after that I made
examination whether there was anything eatable in the ship. This I soon found
was so, and thanked God in my heart for His goodness. In addition to this I
discovered the whereabouts of the fresh-water pump, and having fixed it, I
found the water drinkable, though somewhat unpleasant to the taste.


“For several days we stayed aboard the ship, without
attempting to get to the shore. We were busily engaged in making the place
habitable. Yet even thus early we became aware that our lot was even less to be
desired than might have been imagined; for though, as a first step, we scraped
away the odd patches of growth that studded the floors and walls of the cabins
and saloon, yet they returned almost to their original size within the space of
twenty-four hours, which not only discouraged us but gave us a feeling of vague
unease.


“Still we would nor admit ourselves beaten, so set to work
afresh, and not only scraped away the fungus but soaked the places where it had
been with carbolic, a can-full of which I had found in the pantry. Yet, by the
end of the week the growth had returned in full strength, and, in addition, it
had spread to other places, as though our touching it had allowed germs from it
to travel elsewhere.


“On the seventh morning, my sweetheart woke to find a small
patch of it growing on her pillow, close to her face. At that, she came to me,
as soon as she could get her garments upon her. I was in the galley at the time
lighting the fire for breakfast.


“ ‘Come here, John,’ she said, and led me aft. When I saw
the thing upon her pillow I shuddered, and then and there we agreed to go right
out of the ship and see whether we could not fare to make ourselves more
comfortable ashore.


“Hurriedly we gathered together our few belongings, and even
among these I found that the fungus had been at work, for one of her shawls had
a little lump of it growing near one edge. I threw the whole thing over the
side without saying anything to her.


“The raft was still alongside, but it was too clumsy to
guide, and I lowered down a small boat that hung across the stern, and in this
we made our way to the shore. Yet, as we drew near to it, I became gradually
aware that here the vile fungus, which had driven us from the ship, was growing
riot. In places it rose into horrible, fantastic mounds, which seemed almost to
quiver, as with a quiet life, when the wind blew across them. Here and there it
took on the forms of vast fingers, and in others it just spread out flat and
smooth and treacherous. Odd places, it appeared as grotesque stunted trees,
seeming extraordinarily kinked and gnarled—the whole quaking vilely at times.


“At first, it seemed to us that there was no single portion
of the surrounding shore which was not hidden beneath the masses of the hideous
lichen; yet, in this, I found we were mistaken; for somewhat later, coasting
along the shore at a little distance, we descried a smooth white patch of what
appeared to be fine sand, and there we landed. It was not sand. What it was I
do not know. All that I have observed is that upon it the fungus will not grow;
while everywhere else, save where the sand-like earth wanders oddly, path-wise,
amid the grey desolation of the lichen, there is nothing but that loathsome
greyness.


“It is difficult to make you understand how cheered we were
to find one place that was absolutely free from the growth, and here we
deposited our belongings. Then we went back to the ship for such things as it
seemed to us we should need. Among other matters, I managed to bring ashore
with me one of the ship’s sails, with which I constructed two small tents,
which, though exceedingly rough-shaped, served the purposes for which they were
intended. In these we lived and stored our various necessities, and thus for a
matter of some four weeks all went smoothly and without particular unhappiness.
Indeed, I may say with much happiness—for—for we were together.


“It was on the thumb of her right hand that the growth first
showed. It was only a small circular spot, much like a little grey mole. My
God! how the fear leaped to my heart when she showed me the place. We cleansed
it, between us, washing it with carbolic and water. In the morning of the
following day she showed her hand to me again. The grey warty thing had
returned. For a little while we looked at one another in silence. Then, still
wordless, we started again to remove it. In the midst of the operation she
spoke suddenly.


“ ‘What’s that on the side of your face, dear?’ Her voice
was sharp with anxiety. I put my hand up to feel.


“ ‘There! Under the hair by your ear. A little to the front
a bit.’ My finger rested upon the place, and then I knew.


“ ‘Let us get your thumb done first,’ I said. And she
submitted, only because she was afraid to touch me until it was cleansed. I
finished washing and disinfecting her thumb, and then she turned to my face. After
it was finished we sat together and talked awhile of many things; for there had
come into our lives sudden, very terrible thoughts. We were, all at once,
afraid of something worse than death. We spoke of loading the boat with
provisions and water and making our way out onto the sea; yet we were helpless,
for many causes, and—and the growth had attacked us already. We decided to
stay. God would do with us what was His will. We would wait.


“A month, two months, three months passed and the places
grew somewhat, and there had come others. Yet we fought so strenuously with the
fear that its headway was but slow, comparatively speaking.


“Occasionally we ventured off to the ship for such stores as
we needed. There we found that the fungus grew persistently. One of the nodules
on the main deck soon became as high as my head.


“We had now given up all thought or hope of leaving the
island. We had realized that it would be unallowable to go among healthy
humans, with the things from which we were suffering.


“With this determination and knowledge in our minds we knew
that we should have to husband our food and water; for we did not know, at that
time, but that we should possibly live for many years.


“This reminds me that I have told you that I am an old man.
Judged by years this is not so. But—but—”


He broke off; then continued somewhat abruptly:


“As I was saying, we knew that we should have to use care in
the matter of food. But we had no idea then how little food there was left of
which to take care. It was a week later that I made the discovery that all the
other bread tanks—which I had supposed full—were empty, and that (beyond odd
tins of vegetables and meat, and some other matters) we had nothing on which to
depend, but the bread in the tank which I had already opened.


“After learning this I bestirred myself to do what I could,
and set to work at fishing in the lagoon; but with no success. At this I was
somewhat inclined to feel desperate until the thought came to me to try outside
the lagoon, in the open sea.


“Here, at times, I caught odd fish, but so infrequently that
they proved of but little help in keeping us from the hunger which threatened.
It seemed to me that our deaths were likely to come by hunger, and not by the
growth of the thing which had seized upon our bodies.


“We were in this state of mind when the fourth month wore
out. Then I made a very horrible discovery. One morning, a little before
midday, I came off from the ship with a portion of the biscuits which were
left. In the mouth of her tent I saw my sweetheart sitting, eating something.


“ ‘What is it, my dear?’ I called out as I leaped ashore.
Yet, on hearing my voice, she seemed confused, and, turning, slyly threw
something toward the edge of the little clearing. It fell short, and a vague
suspicion having arisen within me, I walked across and picked it up. It was a
piece of the grey fungus.


“As I went to her with it in my hand, she turned deadly
pale; then a rose red.


“I felt strangely dazed and frightened.


“ ‘My dear! My dear!’ I said, and could say no more. Yet at
my words she broke down and cried bitterly. Gradually, as she calmed, I got
from her the news that she had tried it the preceding day, and—and liked it. I
got her to promise on her knees not to touch it again, however great our hunger.
After she had promised, she told me that the desire for it had come suddenly,
and that, until the moment of desire, she had experienced nothing toward it but
the most extreme repulsion.


“Later in the day, feeling strangely restless and much
shaken with the thing which I had discovered, I made my way along one of the
twisted paths—formed by the white, sand-like substance—which led among the
fungoid growth. I had, once before, ventured along there; but not to any great
distance. This time, being involved in perplexing thought, I went much farther
than hitherto.


“Suddenly I was called to myself by a queer hoarse sound on
my left. Turning quickly I saw that there was movement among an extraordinarily
shaped mass of fungus, close to my elbow. It was swaying uneasily, as though it
possessed life of its own. Abruptly, as I stared, the thought came to me that
the thing had a grotesque resemblance to the figure of a distorted human
creature. Even as the fancy flashed into my brain, there was a slight,
sickening noise of tearing, and I saw that one of the branchlike arms was
detaching itself from the surrounding grey masses, and coming toward me. The
head of the thing—a shapeless grey ball, inclined in my direction. I stood
stupidly, and the vile arm brushed across my face. I gave out a frightened cry,
and ran back a few paces. There was a sweetish taste upon my lips where the
thing had touched me. I licked them, and was immediately filled with an inhuman
desire. I turned and seized a mass of the fungus. Then more, and—more. I was
insatiable. In the midst of devouring, the remembrance of the morning’s
discovery swept into my mazed brain. It was sent by God. I dashed the fragment
I held to the ground. Then, utterly wretched and feeling a dreadful guiltiness,
I made my way back to the little encampment.


“I think she knew, by some marvelous intuition which love
must have given, so soon as she set eyes on me. Her quiet sympathy made it
easier for me, and I told her of my sudden weakness, yet omitted to mention the
extraordinary thing which had gone before. I desired to spare her all
unnecessary terror.


“But, for myself, I had added an intolerable knowledge, to
breed an incessant terror in my brain; for I doubted not but that I had seen
the end of one of these men who had come to the island in the ship in the
lagoon; and in that monstrous ending I had seen our own.


“Thereafter we kept from the abominable food, though the
desire for it had entered into our blood. Yet our drear punishment was upon us;
for, day by day, with monstrous rapidity, the fungoid growth took hold of our
poor bodies. Nothing we could do would check it materially, and so—and so—we
who had been human became—Well, it matters less each day. Only—only we had been
man and maid!


“And day by day the fight is more dreadful, to withstand the
hunger-lust for the terrible lichen.


“A week ago we ate the last of the biscuit, and since that
time I have caught three fish. I was out here fishing tonight when your
schooner drifted upon me out of the mist. I hailed you. You know the rest, and
may God, out of His great heart, bless you for your goodness to a—a couple of
poor outcast souls.”


There was the dip of an oar—another. Then the voice came
again, and for the last time, sounding through the slight surrounding mist,
ghostly and mournful.


“God bless you! Good-bye!”


“Good-bye,” we shouted together hoarsely, our hearts full of
many emotions.


I glanced about me. I became aware that the dawn was upon
us.


The sun flung a stray beam across the hidden sea; pierced
the mist dully, and lit up the receding boat with a gloomy fire. Indistinctly I
saw something nodding between the oars. I thought of a sponge—a great, grey
nodding sponge— The oars continued to ply. They were grey—as was the boat—and
my eyes searched a moment vainly for the conjunction of hand and oar. My gaze
flashed back to the—head. It nodded forward as the oars went backward for the
stroke. Then the oars were dipped, the boat shot out of the patch of light, and
the—the thing went nodding into the mist.





End.
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May 8. 




What a lovely day! I have spent all
the morning lying on the grass in front of my house, under the enormous
plantain tree which covers and shades and shelters the whole of it. I like this
part of the country; I am fond of living here because I am attached to it by
deep roots, the profound and delicate roots which attach a man to the soil on
which his ancestors were born and died, to their traditions, their usages,
their food, the local expressions, the peculiar language of the peasants, the
smell of the soil, the hamlets, and to the atmosphere itself.


I love the house in which I grew up. From my windows I can
see the Seine, which flows by the side of my garden, on the other side of the
road, almost through my grounds, the great and wide Seine, which goes to Rouen
and Havre, and which is covered with boats passing to and fro.


On the left, down yonder, lies Rouen, populous Rouen with
its blue roofs massing under pointed, Gothic towers. Innumerable are they,
delicate or broad, dominated by the spire of the cathedral, full of bells which
sound through the blue air on fine mornings, sending their sweet and distant
iron clang to me, their metallic sounds, now stronger and now weaker, according
as the wind is strong or light.


What a delicious morning it was! About eleven o'clock, a
long line of boats drawn by a steam-tug, as big a fly, and which scarcely
puffed while emitting its thick smoke, passed my gate.


After two English schooners, whose red flags fluttered
toward the sky, there came a magnificent Brazilian three-master; it was
perfectly white and wonderfully clean and shining. I saluted it, I hardly know
why, except that the sight of the vessel gave me great pleasure.





May 12. 


I have had a slight feverish attack
for the last few days, and I feel ill, or rather I feel low-spirited.


Whence come those mysterious influences which change our
happiness into discouragement, and our self-confidence into diffidence? One
might almost say that the air, the invisible air, is full of unknowable Forces,
whose mysterious presence we have to endure. I wake up in the best of spirits,
with an inclination to sing in my heart. Why? I go down by the side of the
water, and suddenly, after walking a short distance, I return home wretched, as
if some misfortune were awaiting me there. Why? Is it a cold shiver which,
passing over my skin, has upset my nerves and given me a fit of low spirits? Is
it the form of the clouds, or the tints of the sky, or the colors of the
surrounding objects which are so change-able, which have troubled my thoughts
as they passed before my eyes? Who can tell? Everything that surrounds us,
everything that we see without looking at it, everything that we touch without
knowing it, everything that we handle without feeling it, everything that we
meet without clearly distinguishing it, has a rapid, surprising, and
inexplicable effect upon us and upon our organs, and through them on our ideas
and on our being itself.


How profound that mystery of the Invisible is! We cannot
fathom it with our miserable senses: our eyes are unable to perceive what is
either too small or too great, too near to or too far from us; we can see
neither the inhabitants of a star nor of a drop of water; our ears deceive us,
for they transmit to us the vibrations of the air in sonorous notes. Our senses
are fairies who work the miracle of changing that movement into noise, and by
that metamorphosis give birth to music, which makes the mute agitation of
nature a harmony. So with our sense of smell, which is weaker than that of a
dog, and so with our sense of taste, which can scarcely distinguish the age of
a wine!


Oh! If we only had other organs which could work other
miracles in our favor, what a number of fresh things we might discover around
us!





May 16. 


I am ill, decidedly! I was so well
last month! I am feverish, horribly feverish, or rather I am in a state of
feverish enervation, which makes my mind suffer as much as my body. I have
without ceasing the horrible sensation of some danger threatening me, the
apprehension of some coming misfortune or of approaching death, a presentiment
which is no doubt, an attack of some illness still unnamed, which germinates in
the flesh and in the blood.





May 18. 


I have just come from consulting my
medical man, for I can no longer get any sleep. He found that my pulse was
high, my eyes dilated, my nerves highly strung, but no alarming symptoms. I
must have a course of shower baths and of bromide of potassium.





May 25. 


No change! My state is really very
peculiar. As the evening comes on, an incomprehensible feeling of disquietude
seizes me, just as if night concealed some terrible menace toward me. I dine
quickly, and then try to read, but I do not understand the words, and can
scarcely distinguish the letters. Then I walk up and down my drawing-room,
oppressed by a feeling of confused and irresistible fear, a fear of sleep and a
fear of my bed.


About ten o'clock I go up to my room. As soon as I have
entered I lock and bolt the door. I am frightened - of what? Up till the
present time I have been frightened of nothing. I open my cupboards, and look
under my bed; I listen - I listen - to what? How strange it is that a simple
feeling of discomfort, of impeded or heightened circulation, perhaps the
irritation of a nervous center, a slight congestion, a small disturbance in the
imperfect and delicate functions of our living machinery, can turn the most
light-hearted of men into a melancholy one, and make a coward of the bravest?
Then, I go to bed, and I wait for sleep as a man might wait for the
executioner. I wait for its coming with dread, and my heart beats and my legs
tremble, while my whole body shivers beneath the warmth of the bedclothes,
until the moment when I suddenly fall asleep, as a man throws himself into a
pool of stagnant water in order to drown. I do not feel this perfidious sleep
coming over me as I used to, but a sleep which is close to me and watching me,
which is going to seize me by the head, to close my eyes and annihilate me.


I sleep - a long time - two or three hours perhaps - then a
dream - no - a nightmare lays hold on me. I feel that I am in bed and asleep -
I feel it and I know it - and I feel also that somebody is coming close to me,
is looking at me, touching me, is getting on to my bed, is kneeling on my
chest, is taking my neck between his hands and squeezing it - squeezing it with
all his might in order to strangle me.


I struggle, bound by that terrible powerlessness which
paralyzes us in our dreams; I try to cry out - but I cannot; I want to move - I
cannot; I try, with the most violent efforts and out of breath, to turn over
and throw off this being which is crushing and suffocating me - I cannot!


And then suddenly I wake up, shaken and bathed in
perspiration; I light a candle and find that I am alone, and after that crisis,
which occurs every night, I at length fall asleep and slumber tranquilly till
morning.





June 2. 


My state has grown worse. What is
the matter with me? The bromide does me no good, and the shower-baths have no
effect whatever. Sometimes, in order to tire myself out, though I am fatigued
enough already, I go for a walk in the forest of Roumare. I used to think at
first that the fresh light and soft air, impregnated with the odor of herbs and
leaves, would instill new life into my veins and impart fresh energy to my
heart. One day I turned into a broad ride in the wood, and then I diverged
toward La Bouille, through a narrow path, between two rows of exceedingly tall
trees, which placed a thick, green, almost black roof between the sky and me.


A sudden shiver ran through me, not a cold shiver, but a
shiver of agony, and so I hastened my steps, uneasy at being alone in the wood,
frightened stupidly and without reason, at the profound solitude. Suddenly it
seemed as if I were being followed, that somebody was walking at my heels,
close, quite close to me, near enough to touch me.


I turned round suddenly, but I was alone. I saw nothing
behind me except the straight, broad ride, empty and bordered by high trees,
horribly empty; on the other side also it extended until it was lost in the
distance, and looked just the same - terrible.


I closed my eyes. Why? And then I began to turn round on one
heel very quickly, just like a top. I nearly fell down, and opened my eyes; the
trees were dancing round me and the earth heaved; I was obliged to sit down.
Then, ah! I no longer remembered how I had come! What a strange idea! What a
strange, strange idea! I did not the least know. I started off to the right,
and got back into the avenue which had led me into the middle of the forest.





June 3. 


I have had a terrible night. I shall
go away for a few weeks, for no doubt a journey will set me up again.





July 2. 


I have come back, quite cured, and
have had a most delightful trip into the bargain. I have been to Mont
Saint-Michel, which I had not seen before.


What a sight, when one arrives as I did, at Avranches toward
the end of the day! The town stands on a hill, and I was taken into the public
garden at the extremity of the town. I uttered a cry of astonishment. An
extraordinarily large bay lay extended before me, as far as my eyes could
reach, between two hills which were lost to sight in the mist; and in the
middle of this immense yellow bay, under a clear, golden sky, a peculiar hill
rose up, somber and pointed in the midst of the sand. The sun had just
disappeared, and under the still flaming sky stood out the outline of that
fantastic rock which bears on its summit a picturesque monument.


At daybreak I went to it. The tide was low, as it had been
the night before, and I saw that wonderful abbey rise up before me as I
approached it. After several hours' walking, I reached the enormous mass of
rock which supports the little town, dominated by the great church. Having
climbed the steep and narrow street, I entered the most wonderful Gothic
building that has ever been erected to God on earth, large as a town, and full
of low rooms which seem buried beneath vaulted roofs, and of lofty galleries
supported by delicate columns.


I entered this gigantic granite jewel, which is as light in
its effect as a bit of lace and is covered with towers, with slender belfries
to which spiral staircases ascend. The flying buttresses raise strange heads
that bristle with chimeras. with devils, with fantastic ani-mals, with
monstrous flowers, are joined together by finely carved arches, to the blue sky
by day, and to the black sky by night.


When I had reached the summit. I said to the monk who
accompanied me: "Father, how happy you must be here!" And he replied:
"It is very windy, Monsieur"; and so we began to talk while watching
the rising tide, which ran over the sand and covered it with a steel cuirass.


And then the monk told me stories, all the old stories
belonging to the place - legends, nothing but legends.


One of them struck me forcibly. The country people, those
belonging to the Mornet, declare that at night one can hear talking going on in
the sand, and also that two goats bleat, one with a strong, the other with a
weak voice. Incredulous people declare that it is nothing but the screaming of
the sea birds, which occasionally resembles bleatings, and occasionally human
lamentations; but belated fishermen swear that they have met an old shepherd,
whose cloak covered head they can never see, wandering on the sand, between two
tides, round the little town placed so far out of the world. They declare he is
guiding and walking before a he-goat with a man's face and a she-goat with a
woman's face, both with white hair, who talk incessantly, quarreling in a
strange language, and then suddenly cease talking in order to bleat with all
their might.


"Do you believe it?" I asked the monk. "I
scarcely know," he replied; and I continued: "If there are other
beings besides ourselves on this earth, how comes it that we have not known it
for so long a time, or why have you not seen them? How is it that I have not
seen them?"


He replied: "Do we see the hundred-thousandth part of
what exists? Look here; there is the wind, which is the strongest force in
nature. It knocks down men, and blows down buildings, uproots trees, raises the
sea into mountains of water, destroys cliffs and casts great ships on to the
breakers; it kills, it whistles, it sighs, it roars. But have you ever seen it,
and can you see it? Yet it exists for all that."


I was silent before this simple reasoning. That man was a
philosopher, or perhaps a fool; I could not say which exactly, so I held my
tongue. What he had said had often been in my own thoughts.





July 3. 


I have slept badly; certainly there
is some feverish influence here, for my coachman is suffering in the same way
as I am. When I went back home yesterday, I noticed his singular paleness, and
I asked him: "What is the matter with you, Jean?"


"The matter is that I never get any rest, and my nights
devour my days. Since your departure, Monsieur, there has been a spell over
me."


However, the other servants are all well, but I am very
frightened of having another attack, myself.





July 4. 


I am decidedly taken again; for my
old nightmares have returned. Last night I felt somebody leaning on me who was
sucking my life from between my lips with his mouth. Yes, he was sucking it out
of my neck like a leech would have done. Then he got up, satiated, and I woke
up, so beaten, crushed, and annihilated that I could not move. If this
continues for a few days, I shall certainly go away again.





July 5. 


Have I lost my reason? What has
happened? What I saw last night is so strange that my head wanders when I think
of it!


As I do now every evening, I had locked my door; then, being
thirsty, I drank half a glass of water, and I accidentally noticed that the
water-bottle was full up to the cut-glass stopper.


Then I went to bed and fell into one of my terrible sleeps,
from which I was aroused in about two hours by a still more terrible shock.


Picture to yourself a sleeping man who is being murdered,
who wakes up with a knife in his chest, a gurgling in his throat, is covered
with blood, can no longer breathe, is going to die and does not understand
anything at all about it - there you have it.


Having recovered my senses, I was thirsty again, so I
lighted a candle and went to the table on which my water-bottle was. I lifted
it up and tilted it over my glass, but nothing came out. It was empty! It was
completely empty! At first I could not understand it at all; then suddenly I
was seized by such a terrible feeling that I had to sit down, or rather fall
into a chair! Then I sprang up with a bound to look about me; then I sat down
again, overcome by astonishment and fear, in front of the transparent crystal
bottle! I looked at it with fixed eyes, trying to solve the puzzle, and my
hands trembled! Some body had drunk the water, but who? I? I without any doubt.
It could surely only be I? In that case I was a somnambulist - was living,
without knowing it, that double, mysterious life which makes us doubt whether
there are not two beings in us - whether a strange, unknowable, and invisible
being does not, during our moments of mental and physical torpor, animate the
inert body, forcing it to a more willing obedience than it yields to ourselves.


Oh! Who will understand my horrible agony? Who will
understand the emotion of a man sound in mind, wide-awake, full of sense, who
looks in horror at the disappearance of a little water while he was asleep,
through the glass of a water-bottle! And I remained sitting until it was
daylight, without venturing to go to bed again.





July 6. 


I am going mad. Again all the
contents of my water-bottle have been drunk during the night; or rather I have
drunk it!


But is it I? Is it I? Who could it be? Who? Oh! God! Am I
going mad? Who will save me?





July 10. 


I have just been through some
surprising ordeals. Undoubtedly I must be mad! And yet!


On July 6, before going to bed, I put some wine, milk,
water, bread, and strawberries on my table. Somebody drank - I drank - all the
water and a little of the milk, but neither the wine, nor the bread, nor the
strawberries were touched.


On the seventh of July I renewed the same experiment, with
the same results, and on July 8 I left out the water and the milk and nothing
was touched.


Lastly, on July 9 I put only water and milk on my table,
taking care to wrap up the bottles in white muslin and to tie down the
stoppers. Then I rubbed my lips, my beard, and my hands with pencil lead, and
went to bed.


Deep slumber seized me, soon followed by a terrible
awakening. I had not moved, and my sheets were not marked. I rushed to the
table. The muslin round the bottles remained intact; I undid the string,
trembling with fear. All the water had been drunk, and so had the milk! Ah!
Great God! I must start for Paris immediately.


July 12. Paris. I must have lost my head during the last few
days! I must be the plaything of my enervated imagination, unless I am really a
somnambulist, or I have been brought under the power of one of those influences
- hypnotic suggestion, for example - which are known to exist, but have
hitherto been inexplicable. In any case, my mental state bordered on madness,
and twenty-four hours of Paris sufficed to restore me to my equilibrium.


Yesterday after doing some business and paying some visits,
which instilled fresh and invigorating mental air into me, I wound up my
evening at the Theatre Francais. A drama by Alexander Dumas the Younger was
being acted, and his brilliant and powerful play completed my cure. Certainly
solitude is dangerous for active minds. We need men who can think and can talk,
around us. When we are alone for a long time, we people space with phantoms.


I returned along the boulevards to my hotel in excellent
spirits. Amid the jostling of the crowd I thought, not without irony, of my
terrors and surmises of the previous week, because I believed, yes, I believed,
that an invisible being lived beneath my roof. How weak our mind is; how
quickly it is terrified and unbalanced as soon as we are confronted with a
small, incomprehensible fact. Instead of dismissing the problem with: "We
do not understand because we cannot find the cause," we immediately
imagine terrible mysteries and supernatural powers.





July 14. 


Fete of the Republic. I walked
through the streets, and the crackers and flags amused me like a child. Still,
it is very foolish to make merry on a set date, by Government decree. People
are like a flock of sheep, now steadily patient, now in ferocious revolt. Say
to it: "Amuse yourself," and it amuses itself. Say to it: "Go
and fight with your neighbor," and it goes and fights. Say to it:
"Vote for the Emperor," and it votes for the Emperor; then say to it:
"Vote for the Republic," and it votes for the Republic.


Those who direct it are stupid, too; but instead of obeying
men they obey principles, a course which can only be foolish, ineffective, and
false, for the very reason that principles are ideas which are considered as
certain and unchangeable, whereas in this world one is certain of nothing,
since light is an illusion and noise is deception.





July 16. 


I saw some things yesterday that
troubled me very much. I was dining at my cousin's, Madame Sable, whose husband
is colonel of the Seventy-sixth Chasseurs at Limoges. There were two young
women there, one of whom had married a medical man, Dr. Parent, who devotes
himself a great deal to nervous diseases and to the extraordinary
manifestations which just now experiments in hypnotism and suggestion are
producing.


He related to us at some length the enormous results
obtained by English scientists and the doctors of the medical school at Nancy,
and the facts which he adduced appeared to me so strange, that I declared that
I was altogether incredulous.


"We are," he declared, "on the point of
discovering one of the most important secrets of nature, I mean to say, one of
its most important secrets on this earth, for assuredly there are some up in
the stars, yonder, of a different kind of importance. Ever since man has
thought, since he has been able to express and write down his thoughts, he has felt
himself close to a mystery which is impenetrable to his coarse and imperfect
senses, and he endeavors to supplement the feeble penetration of his organs by
the efforts of his intellect. As long as that intellect remained in its
elementary stage, this intercourse with invisible spirits assumed forms which
were commonplace though terrifying. Thence sprang the popular belief in the
supernatural, the legends of wandering spirits, of fairies, of gnomes, of
ghosts, I might even say the conception of God, for our ideas of the
Workman-Creator, from whatever religion they may have come down to us, are
certainly the most mediocre, the stupidest, and the most unacceptable
inventions that ever sprang from the frightened brain of any human creature.
Nothing is truer than what Voltaire says: 'If God made man in His own image,
man has certainly paid Him back again.'


"But for rather more than a century, men seem to have
had a presentiment of something new. Mesmer and some others have put us on an
unexpected track, and within the last two or three years especially, we have
arrived at results really surprising."


My cousin, who is also very incredulous, smiled, and Dr.
Parent said to her: "Would you like me to try and send you to sleep,
Madame?"


"Yes, certainly."


She sat down in an easy-chair, and he began to look at her
fixedly, as if to fascinate her. I suddenly felt myself somewhat discomposed;
my heart beat rapidly and I had a choking feeling in my throat. I saw that
Madame Sable's eyes were growing heavy, her mouth twitched, and her bosom
heaved, and at the end of ten minutes she was asleep.


"Go behind her," the doctor said to me; so I took
a seat behind her. He put a visiting-card into her hands, and said to her:
"This is a looking-glass; what do you see in it?"


She replied: "I see my cousin."


"What is he doing?"


"He is twisting his mustache."


"And now?"


"He is taking a photograph out of his pocket."


"Whose photograph is it?"


"His own."


That was true, for the photograph had been given me that
same evening at the hotel.


"What is his attitude in this portrait?"


"He is standing up with his hat in his hand."


She saw these things in that card, in that piece of white
pasteboard, as if she had seen them in a looking-glass.


The young women were frightened, and exclaimed: "That
is quite enough! Quite, quite enough!"


But the doctor said to her authoritatively: "You will
get up at eight o'clock to-morrow morning; then you will go and call on your
cousin at his hotel and ask him to lend you the five thousand francs which your
husband asks of you, and which he will ask for when he sets out on his coming
journey."


Then he woke her up.


On returning to my hotel, I thought over this curious seance
and I was assailed by doubts, not as to my cousin's absolute and undoubted good
faith, for I had known her as well as if she had been my own sister ever since
she was a child, but as to a possible trick on the doctor's part. Had not he,
perhaps, kept a glass hidden in his hand, which he showed to the young woman in
her sleep at the same time as he did the card? Professional conjurers do things
which are just as singular.


However, I went to bed, and this morning, at about half past
eight, I was awakened by my footman, who said to me: "Madame Sable has
asked to see you immediately, Monsieur." I dressed hastily and went to
her.


She sat down in some agitation, with her eyes on the floor,
and without raising her veil said to me: "My dear cousin, I am going to
ask a great favor of you."


"What is it, cousin?"


"I do not like to tell you, and yet I must. I am in
absolute want of five thousand francs."


"What, you?"


"Yes, I, or rather my husband, who has asked me to
procure them for him."


I was so stupefied that I hesitated to answer. I asked
myself whether she had not really been making fun of me with Dr. Parent, if it
were not merely a very well-acted farce which had been got up beforehand. On
looking at her attentively, however, my doubts disappeared. She was trembling
with grief, so painful was this step to her, and I was sure that her throat was
full of sobs.


I knew that she was very rich and so I continued:
"What! Has not your husband five thousand francs at his disposal? Come,
think. Are you sure that he commissioned you to ask me for them?"


She hesitated for a few seconds, as if she were making a
great effort to search her memory, and then she replied: "Yes - yes, I am
quite sure of it."


"He has written to you?"


She hesitated again and reflected, and I guessed the torture
of her thoughts. She did not know. She only knew that she was to borrow five
thousand francs of me for her husband. So she told a lie.


"Yes, he has written to me."


"When, pray? You did not mention it to me
yesterday."


"I received his letter this morning."


"Can you show it to me?"


"No; no - no - it contained private matters, things too
personal to ourselves. I burned it."


"So your husband runs into debt?"


She hesitated again, and then murmured: "I do not
know."


Thereupon I said bluntly: "I have not five thousand
francs at my disposal at this moment, my dear cousin."


She uttered a cry, as if she were in pair; and said:
"Oh! oh! I beseech you, I beseech you to get them for me."


She got excited and clasped her hands as if she were praying
to me! I heard her voice change its tone; she wept and sobbed, harassed and
dominated by the irresistible order that she had received.


"Oh! oh! I beg you to - if you knew what I am suffering
- I want them to-day."


I had pity on her: "You shall have them by and by, I
swear to you."


"Oh! thank you! thank you! How kind you are."


I continued: "Do you remember what took place at your
house last night?"


"Yes."


"Do you remember that Dr. Parent sent you to
sleep?"


"Yes."


"Oh! Very well then; he ordered you to come to me this
morning to borrow five thousand francs, and at this moment you are obeying that
suggestion."


She considered for a few moments, and then replied:
"But as it is my husband who wants them - "


For a whole hour I tried to convince her, but could not
succeed, and when she had gone I went to the doctor. He was just going out, and
he listened to me with a smile, and said: "Do you believe now?"


"Yes, I cannot help it."


"Let us go to your cousin's."


She was already resting on a couch, overcome with fatigue.
The doctor felt her pulse, looked at her for some time with one hand raised
toward her eyes, which she closed by degrees under the irresistible power of
this magnetic influence. When she was asleep, he said:


"Your husband does not require the five thousand francs
any longer! You must, therefore, forget that you asked your cousin to lend them
to you, and, if he speaks to you about it, you will not understand him."


Then he woke her up, and I took out a pocket-book and said:
"Here is what you asked me for this morning, my dear cousin." But she
was so surprised, that I did not venture to persist; nevertheless, I tried to
recall the circumstance to her, but she denied it vigorously, thought that I
was making fun of her, and in the end, very nearly lost her temper.


There! I have just come back, and I have not been able to
eat any lunch, for this experiment has altogether upset me.





July 19. 


Many people to whom I have told the
adventure have laughed at me. I no longer know what to think. The wise man
says: Perhaps?





July 21.


I dined at Bougival, and then I
spent the evening at a boatmen's ball. Decidedly everything depends on place
and surroundings. It would be the height of folly to believe in the
supernatural on the Ile de la Grenouilliere. But on the top of Mont Saint-Michel
or in India, we are terribly under the influence of our surroundings. I shall
return home next week.





July 30. 


I came back to my own house
yesterday. Everything is going on well.





August 2. 


Nothing fresh; it is splendid
weather, and I spend my days in watching the Seine flow past.





August 4. 


Quarrels among my servants. They
declare that the glasses are broken in the cupboards at night. The footman
accuses the cook, she accuses the needlewoman, and the latter accuses the other
two. Who is the culprit? It would take a clever person to tell.





August 6. 


This time, I am not mad. I have seen
- I have seen - I have seen! - I can doubt no longer - I have seen it!


I was walking at two o'clock among my rose-trees, in the
full sunlight - in the walk bordered by autumn roses which are beginning to
fall. As I stopped to look at a Geant de Bataille, which had three splendid
blooms, I distinctly saw the stalk of one of the roses bend close to me, as if
an invisible hand had bent it, and then break, as if that hand had picked it!
Then the flower raised itself, following the curve which a hand would have
described in carrying it toward a mouth, and remained suspended in the
transparent air, alone and motionless, a terrible red spot, three yards from my
eyes. In desperation I rushed at it to take it! I found nothing; it had
disappeared. Then I was seized with furious rage against myself, for it is not
wholesome for a reasonable and serious man to have such hallucinations.


But was it a hallucination? I turned to look for the stalk,
and I found it immediately under the bush, freshly broken, between the two
other roses which remained on the branch. I returned home, then, with a much
disturbed mind; for I am certain now, certain as I am of the alternation of day
and night, that there exists close to me an invisible being who lives on milk
and on water, who can touch objects, take them and change their places; who is,
consequently, endowed with a material nature, although imperceptible to sense,
and who lives as I do, under my roof -





August 7. 


I slept tranquilly. He drank the
water out of my decanter, but did not disturb my sleep.


I ask myself whether I am mad. As I was walking just now in
the sun by the riverside, doubts as to my own sanity arose in me; not vague
doubts such as I have had hitherto, but precise and absolute doubts. I have
seen mad people, and I have known some who were quite intelligent, lucid, even
clear-sighted in every concern of life, except on one point. They could speak
clearly, readily, profoundly on everything; till their thoughts were caught in
the breakers of their delusions and went to pieces there, were dispersed and
swamped in that furious and terrible sea of fogs and squalls which is called
MADNESS.


I certainly should think that I was mad, absolutely mad, if
I were not conscious that I knew my state, if I could not fathom it and analyze
it with the most complete lucidity. I should, in fact, be a reasonable man
laboring under a hallucination. Some unknown disturbance must have been excited
in my brain, one of those disturbances which physiologists of the present day
try to note and to fix precisely, and that disturbance must have caused a
profound gulf in my mind and in the order and logic of my ideas. Similar
phenomena occur in dreams, and lead us through the most unlikely
phantasmagoria, without causing us any surprise, because our verifying
apparatus and our sense of control have gone to sleep, while our imaginative
faculty wakes and works. Was it not possible that one of the imperceptible keys
of the cerebral finger-board had been paralyzed in me? Some men lose the
recollection of proper names, or of verbs, or of numbers, or merely of dates,
in consequence of an accident. The localization of all the avenues of thought
has been accomplished nowadays; what, then, would there be surprising in the
fact that my faculty of controlling the unreality of certain hallucinations
should be destroyed for the time being?


I thought of all this as I walked by the side of the water.
The sun was shining brightly on the river and made earth delightful, while it
filled me with love for life, for the swallows, whose swift agility is always
delightful in my eyes, for the plants by the riverside, whose rustling is a
pleasure to my ears.


By degrees, however, an inexplicable feeling of discomfort
seized me. It seemed to me as if some unknown force were numbing and stopping
me, were preventing me from going further and were calling me back. I felt that
painful wish to return which comes on you when you have left a beloved invalid
at home, and are seized by a presentiment that he is worse.


I, therefore, returned despite of myself, feeling certain
that I should find some bad news awaiting me, a letter or a telegram. There was
nothing, however, and I was surprised and uneasy, more so than if I had had
another fantastic vision.





August 8. 


I spent a terrible evening,
yesterday. He does not show himself any more, but I feel that He is near me,
watching me, looking at me, penetrating me, dominating me, and more terrible to
me when He hides himself thus than if He were to manifest his constant and
invisible presence by supernatural phenomena. However, I slept.





August 9. 


Nothing, but I am afraid.





August 10. 


Nothing; but what will happen
to-morrow?





August 11. 


Still nothing. I cannot stop at home
with this fear hanging over me and these thoughts in my mind; I shall go away.





August 12. 


Ten o'clock at night. All day long I
have been trying to get away, and have not been able. I contemplated a simple
and easy act of liberty, a carriage ride to Rouen - and I have not been able to
do it. What is the reason?





August 13. 


When one is attacked by certain
maladies, the springs of our physical being seem broken, our energies
destroyed, our muscles relaxed, our bones to be as soft as our flesh, and our
blood as liquid as water. I am experiencing the same in my moral being, in a
strange and distressing manner. I have no longer any strength, any courage, any
self-control, nor even any power to set my own will in motion. I have no power
left to WILL anything, but some one does it for me and I obey.





August 14. 


I am lost! Somebody possesses my
soul and governs it! Somebody orders all my acts, all my movements, all my
thoughts. I am no longer master of myself, nothing except an enslaved and
terrified spectator of the things which I do. I wish to go out; I cannot. HE
does not wish to; and so I remain, trembling and distracted in the armchair in
which he keeps me sitting. I merely wish to get up and to rouse myself, so as
to think that I am still master of myself: I cannot! I am riveted to my chair,
and my chair adheres to the floor in such a manner that no force of mine can
move us.


Then suddenly, I must, I MUST go to the foot of my garden to
pick some strawberries and eat them - and I go there. I pick the strawberries
and I eat them! Oh! my God! my God! Is there a God? If there be one, deliver
me! save me! succor me! Pardon! Pity! Mercy! Save me! Oh! what sufferings! what
torture! what horror!





August 15. 


Certainly, this is the way in which
my poor cousin was possessed and swayed, when she came to borrow five thousand
francs of me. She was under the power of a strange will which had entered into
her, like another soul, a parasitic and ruling soul. Is the world coming to an
end?


But who is he, this invisible being that rules me, this
unknowable being, this rover of a supernatural race?


Invisible beings exist, then! how is it, then, that since
the beginning of the world they have never manifested themselves in such a
manner as they do to me? I have never read anything that resembles what goes on
in my house. Oh! If I could only leave it, if I could only go away and flee,
and never return, I should be saved; but I cannot.





August 16. 


I managed to escape to-day for two
hours, like a prisoner who finds the door of his dungeon accidentally open. I
suddenly felt that I was free and that He was far away, and so I gave orders to
put the horses in as quickly as possible, and I drove to Rouen. Oh! how
delightful to be able to say to my coachman: "Go to Rouen!"


I made him pull up before the library, and I begged them to
lend me Dr. Herrmann Herestauss's treatise on the unknown inhabitants of the
ancient and modern world.


Then, as I was getting into my carriage, I intended to say:
"To the railway station!" but instead of this I shouted - I did not
speak; but I shouted - in such a loud voice that all the passers-by turned
round: "Home!" and I fell back on to the cushion of my carriage,
overcome by mental agony. He had found me out and regained possession of me.





August 17. 


Oh! What a night! what a night! And
yet it seems to me that I ought to rejoice. I read until one o'clock in the
morning! Herestauss, Doctor of Philosophy and Theogony, wrote the history and
the manifestation of all those invisible beings which hover around man, or of
whom he dreams. He describes their origin, their domains, their power; but none
of them resembles the one which haunts me. One might say that man, ever since
he has thought, has had a foreboding and a fear of a new being, stronger than himself,
his successor in this world, and that, feeling him near, and not being able to
foretell the nature of the unseen one, he has, in his terror, created the whole
race of hidden beings, vague phantoms born of fear.


Having, therefore, read until one o'clock in the morning, I
went and sat down at the open window, in order to cool my forehead and my
thoughts in the calm night air. It was very pleasant and warm! How I should
have enjoyed such a night formerly!


There was no moon, but the stars darted out their rays in
the dark heavens. Who inhabits those worlds? What forms, what living beings,
what animals are there yonder? Do those who are thinkers in those distant
worlds know more than we do? What can they do more than we? What do they see
which we do not? Will not one of them, some day or other, traversing space,
appear on our earth to conquer it, just as formerly the Norsemen crossed the
sea in order to subjugate nations feebler than themselves?


We are so weak, so powerless, so ignorant, so small - we who
live on this particle of mud which revolves in liquid air.


I fell asleep, dreaming thus in the cool night air, and
then, having slept for about three quarters of an hour, I opened my eyes
without moving, awakened by an indescribably confused and strange sensation. At
first I saw nothing, and then suddenly it appeared to me as if a page of the
book, which had remained open on my table, turned over of its own accord. Not a
breath of air had come in at my window, and I was surprised and waited. In
about four minutes, I saw, I saw - yes I saw with my own eyes - another page
lift itself up and fall down on the others, as if a finger had turned it over.
My armchair was empty, appeared empty, but I knew that He was there, He, and
sitting in my place, and that He was reading. With a furious bound, the bound
of an enraged wild beast that wishes to disembowel its tamer, I crossed my room
to seize him, to strangle him, to kill him! But before I could reach it, my
chair fell over as if somebody had run away from me. My table rocked, my lamp
fell and went out, and my window closed as if some thief had been surprised and
had fled out into the night, shutting it behind him.


So He had run away; He had been afraid; He, afraid of me!


So to-morrow, or later - some day or other, I should be able
to hold him in my clutches and crush him against the ground! Do not dogs
occasionally bite and strangle their masters?





August 18. 


I have been thinking the whole day
long. Oh! yes, I will obey Him, follow His impulses, fulfill all His wishes,
show myself humble, submissive, a coward. He is the stronger; but an hour will
come.





August 19. 


I know, I know, I know all! I have
just read the following in the "Revue du Monde Scientifique": "A
curious piece of news comes to us from Rio de Janeiro. Madness, an epidemic of
madness, which may be compared to that contagious madness which attacked the
people of Europe in the Middle Ages, is at this moment raging in the Province
of San-Paulo. The frightened inhabitants are leaving their houses, deserting
their villages, abandoning their land, saying that they are pursued, possessed,
governed like human cattle by invisible, though tangible beings, by a species
of vampire, which feeds on their life while they are asleep, and which,
besides, drinks water and milk without appearing to touch any other
nourishment.


"Professor Don Pedro Henriques, accompanied by several
medical savants, has gone to the Province of San-Paulo, in order to study the
origin and the manifestations of this surprising madness on the spot, and to
propose such measures to the Emperor as may appear to him to be most fitted to
restore the mad population to reason."


Ah! Ah! I remember now that fine Brazilian three-master
which passed in front of my windows as it was going up the Seine, on the eighth
of last May! I thought it looked so pretty, so white and bright! That Being was
on board of her, coming from there, where its race sprang from. And it saw me!
It saw my house, which was also white, and He sprang from the ship on to the
land. Oh! Good heavens!


Now I know, I can divine. The reign of man is over, and he
has come. He whom disquieted priests exorcised, whom sorcerers evoked on dark
nights, without seeing him appear, He to whom the imaginations of the transient
masters of the world lent all the monstrous or graceful forms of gnomes,
spirits, genii, fairies, and familiar spirits. After the coarse conceptions of
primitive fear, men more enlightened gave him a truer form. Mesmer divined him,
and ten years ago physicians accurately discovered the nature of his power,
even before He exercised it himself. They played with that weapon of their new
Lord, the sway of a mysterious will over the human soul, which had become
enslaved. They called it mesmerism, hypnotism, suggestion, I know not what? I have
seen them diverting themselves like rash children with this horrible power! Woe
to us! Woe to man! He has come, the - the - what does He call himself - the - I
fancy that he is shouting out his name to me and I do not hear him - the - yes
- He is shouting it out - I am listening - I cannot - repeat - it - Horla - I
have heard - the Horla - it is He - the Horla - He has come! -


Ah! the vulture has eaten the pigeon, the wolf has eaten the
lamb; the lion has devoured the sharp-horned buffalo; man has killed the lion
with an arrow, with a spear, with gunpowder; but the Horla will make of man
what man has made of the horse and of the ox: his chattel, his slave, and his
food, by the mere power of his will. Woe to us!


But, nevertheless, sometimes the animal rebels and kills the
man who has subjugated it. I should also like - I shall be able to - but I must
know Him, touch Him, see Him! Learned men say that eyes of animals, as they
differ from ours, do not distinguish as ours do. And my eye cannot distinguish this
newcomer who is oppressing me.


Why? Oh! Now I remember the words of the monk at Mont
Saint-Michel: "Can we see the hundred-thousandth part of what exists?
Listen; there is the wind which is the strongest force in nature; it knocks men
down, blows down buildings, uproots trees, raises the sea into mountains of
water, destroys cliffs, and casts great ships on to the breakers; it kills, it
whistles, it sighs, it roars, - have you ever seen it, and can you see it? It
exists for all that, however!"


And I went on thinking: my eyes are so weak, so imperfect,
that they do not even distinguish hard bodies, if they are as transparent as
glass! If a glass without quicksilver behind it were to bar my way, I should
run into it, just like a bird which has flown into a room breaks its head
against the windowpanes. A thousand things, moreover, deceive a man and lead
him astray. How then is it surprising that he cannot perceive a new body which
is penetrated and pervaded by the light?


A new being! Why not? It was assuredly bound to come! Why
should we be the last? We do not distinguish it, like all the others created
before us? The reason is, that its nature is more delicate, its body finer and
more finished than ours. Our makeup is so weak, so awkwardly conceived; our body
is encumbered with organs that are always tired, always being strained like
locks that are too complicated; it lives like a plant and like an animal
nourishing itself with difficulty on air, herbs, and flesh; it is a brute
machine which is a prey to maladies, to malformations, to decay; it is
broken-winded, badly regulated, simple and eccentric, ingeniously yet badly
made, a coarse and yet a delicate mechanism, in brief, the outline of a being
which might become intelligent and great.


There are only a few - so few - stages of development in
this world, from the oyster up to man. Why should there not be one more, when
once that period is accomplished which separates the successive products one
from the other?


Why not one more? Why not, also, other trees with immense,
splendid flowers, perfuming whole regions? Why not other elements beside fire,
air, earth, and water? There are four, only four, nursing fathers of various
beings! What a pity! Why should not there be forty, four hundred, four
thousand! How poor everything is, how mean and wretched - grudgingly given,
poorly invented, clumsily made! Ah! the elephant and the hippopotamus, what
power! And the camel, what suppleness!


But the butterfly, you will say, a flying flower! I dream of
one that should be as large as a hundred worlds, with wings whose shape,
beauty, colors, and motion I cannot even express. But I see it - it flutters
from star to star, refreshing them and perfuming them with the light and
harmonious breath of its flight! And the people up there gaze at it as it
passes in an ecstasy of delight!


What is the matter with me? It is He, the Horla who haunts
me, and who makes me think of these foolish things! He is within me, He is
becoming my soul; I shall kill him!





August 20. 


I shall kill Him. I have seen Him!
Yesterday I sat down at my table and pretended to write very assiduously. I
knew quite well that He would come prowling round me, quite close to me, so
close that I might perhaps be able to touch him, to seize him. And then - then
I should have the strength of desperation; I should have my hands, my knees, my
chest, my forehead, my teeth to strangle him, to crush him, to bite him, to
tear him to pieces. And I watched for him with all my overexcited nerves.


I had lighted my two lamps and the eight wax candles on my
mantelpiece, as if, by this light I should discover Him.


My bed, my old oak bed with its columns, was opposite to me;
on my right was the fireplace; on my left the door, which was carefully closed,
after I had left it open for some time, in order to attract Him; behind me was
a very high wardrobe with a looking-glass in it, which served me to dress by
every day, and in which I was in the habit of inspecting myself from head to
foot every time I passed it.


So I pretended to be writing in order to deceive Him, for He
also was watching me, and suddenly I felt, I was certain, that He was reading
over my shoulder, that He was there, almost touching my ear.


I got up so quickly, with my hands extended, that I almost
fell. Horror! It was as bright as at midday, but I did not see myself in the
glass! It was empty, clear, profound, full of light! But my figure was not
reflected in it - and I, I was opposite to it! I saw the large, clear glass
from top to bottom, and I looked at it with unsteady eyes. I did not dare
advance; I did not venture to make a movement; feeling certain, nevertheless,
that He was there, but that He would escape me again, He whose imperceptible
body had absorbed my reflection.


How frightened I was! And then suddenly I began to see
myself through a mist in the depths of the looking-glass, in a mist as it were,
or through a veil of water; and it seemed to me as if this water were flowing
slowly from left to right, and making my figure clearer every moment. It was
like the end of an eclipse. Whatever hid me did not appear to possess any
clearly defined outlines, but was a sort of opaque transparency, which
gradually grew clearer.


At last I was able to distinguish myself completely, as I do
every day when I look at myself.


I had seen Him! And the horror of it remained with me, and
makes me shudder even now.





August 21. 


How could I kill Him, since I could
not get hold of Him? Poison? But He would see me mix it with the water; and
then, would our poisons have any effect on His impalpable body? No - no - no
doubt about the matter. Then? - then?





August 22. 


I sent for a blacksmith from Rouen
and ordered iron shutters of him for my room, such as some private hotels in
Paris have on the ground floor, for fear of thieves, and he is going to make me
a similar door as well. I have made myself out a coward, but I do not care
about that!





September 10. 


Rouen, Hotel Continental. It is
done; it is done - but is He dead? My mind is thoroughly upset by what I have
seen.


Well then, yesterday, the locksmith having put on the iron
shutters and door, I left everything open until midnight, although it was
getting cold.


Suddenly I felt that He was there, and joy, mad joy took
possession of me. I got up softly, and I walked to the right and left for some
time, so that He might not guess anything; then I took off my boots and put on
my slippers carelessly; then I fastened the iron shutters and going back to the
door quickly I double-locked it with a padlock, putting the key into my pocket.


Suddenly I noticed that He was moving restlessly round me,
that in his turn He was frightened and was ordering me to let Him out. I nearly
yielded, though I did not quite, but putting my back to the door, I half opened
it, just enough to allow me to go out backward, and as I am very tall, my head
touched the lintel. I was sure that He had not been able to escape, and I shut
Him up quite alone, quite alone. What happiness! I had Him fast. Then I ran
downstairs into the drawing-room which was under my bedroom. I took the two
lamps and poured all the oil on to the carpet, the furniture, everywhere; then
I set fire to it and made my escape, after having carefully double locked the
door.


I went and hid myself at the bottom of the garden, in a
clump of laurel bushes. How long it was! how long it was! Everything was dark,
silent, motionless, not a breath of air and not a star, but heavy banks of
clouds which one could not see, but which weighed, oh! so heavily on my soul.


I looked at my house and waited. How long it was! I already began
to think that the fire had gone out of its own accord, or that He had
extinguished it, when one of the lower windows gave way under the violence of
the flames, and a long, soft, caressing sheet of red flame mounted up the white
wall, and kissed it as high as the roof. The light fell on to the trees, the
branches, and the leaves, and a shiver of fear pervaded them also! The birds
awoke; a dog began to howl, and it seemed to me as if the day were breaking!
Almost immediately two other windows flew into fragments, and I saw that the
whole of the lower part of my house was nothing but a terrible furnace. But a
cry, a horrible, shrill, heart-rending cry, a woman's cry, sounded through the
night, and two garret windows were opened! I had forgotten the servants! I saw
the terror-struck faces, and the frantic waving of their arms!


Then, overwhelmed with horror, I ran off to the village,
shouting: "Help! help! fire! fire!" Meeting some people who were
already coming on to the scene, I went back with them to see!


By this time the house was nothing but a horrible and
magnificent funeral pile, a monstrous pyre which lit up the whole country, a
pyre where men were burning, and where He was burning also, He, He, my
prisoner, that new Being, the new Master, the Horla!


Suddenly the whole roof fell in between the walls, and a
volcano of flames darted up to the sky. Through all the windows which opened on
to that furnace, I saw the flames darting, and I reflected that He was there,
in that kiln, dead.


Dead? Perhaps? His body? Was not his body, which was
transparent, indestructible by such means as would kill ours?


If He were not dead? Perhaps time alone has power over that
Invisible and Redoubtable Being. Why this transparent, unrecognizable body,
this body belonging to a spirit, if it also had to fear ills, infirmities, and
premature destruction?


Premature destruction? All human terror springs from that!
After man the Horla. After him who can die every day, at any hour, at any
moment, by any accident, He came, He who was only to die at his own proper hour
and minute, because He had touched the limits of his existence!


No - no - there is no doubt about it - He is not dead. Then
- then - I suppose I must kill myself!





End.
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History of the Necronomicon


By H.P. Lovecraft


Originally Published in 1938









Original title Al Azif—azif being
the word used by Arabs to designate that nocturnal sound (made by insects) suppos’d
to be the howling of daemons.


Composed by Abdul Alhazred, a mad poet of Sanaá, in Yemen,
who is said to have flourished during the period of the Ommiade caliphs, circa
700 A.D. He visited the ruins of Babylon and the subterranean secrets of Memphis
and spent ten years alone in the great southern desert of Arabia—the Roba el
Khaliyeh or “Empty Space” of the ancients—and “Dahna” or “Crimson” desert of
the modern Arabs, which is held to be inhabited by protective evil spirits and
monsters of death. Of this desert many strange and unbelievable marvels are
told by those who pretend to have penetrated it. In his last years Alhazred
dwelt in Damascus, where the Necronomicon (Al Azif) was written, and of his
final death or disappearance (738 A.D.) many terrible and conflicting things
are told. He is said by Ebn Khallikan (12th cent. biographer) to have been
seized by an invisible monster in broad daylight and devoured horribly before a
large number of fright-frozen witnesses. Of his madness many things are told.
He claimed to have seen fabulous Irem, or City of Pillars, and to have found
beneath the ruins of a certain nameless desert town the shocking annals and
secrets of a race older than mankind. He was only an indifferent Moslem,
worshipping unknown entities whom he called Yog-Sothoth and Cthulhu.


In A.D. 950 the Azif, which had gained a considerable tho’
surreptitious circulation amongst the philosophers of the age, was secretly
translated into Greek by Theodorus Philetas of Constantinople under the title
Necronomicon. For a century it impelled certain experimenters to terrible
attempts, when it was suppressed and burnt by the patriarch Michael. After this
it is only heard of furtively, but (1228) Olaus Wormius made a Latin
translation later in the Middle Ages, and the Latin text was printed twice—once
in the fifteenth century in black-letter (evidently in Germany) and once in the
seventeenth (prob. Spanish)—both editions being without identifying marks, and
located as to time and place by internal typographical evidence only. The work
both Latin and Greek was banned by Pope Gregory IX in 1232, shortly after its
Latin translation, which called attention to it. The Arabic original was lost
as early as Wormius’ time, as indicated by his prefatory note; and no sight of
the Greek copy—which was printed in Italy between 1500 and 1550—has been
reported since the burning of a certain Salem man’s library in 1692. An English
translation made by Dr. Dee was never printed, and exists only in fragments
recovered from the original manuscript. Of the Latin texts now existing one
(15th cent.) is known to be in the British Museum under lock and key, while
another (17th cent.) is in the Bibliothèque Nationale at Paris. A
seventeenth-century edition is in the Widener Library at Harvard, and in the
library of Miskatonic University at Arkham. Also in the library of the
University of Buenos Ayres. Numerous other copies probably exist in secret, and
a fifteenth-century one is persistently rumoured to form part of the collection
of a celebrated American millionaire. A still vaguer rumour credits the
preservation of a sixteenth-century Greek text in the Salem family of Pickman;
but if it was so preserved, it vanished with the artist R.U. Pickman, who
disappeared early in 1926. The book is rigidly suppressed by the authorities of
most countries, and by all branches of organised ecclesiasticism. Reading leads
to terrible consequences. It was from rumours of this book (of which relatively
few of the general public know) that R.W. Chambers is said to have derived the
idea of his early novel The King in Yellow.






Chronology


Al Azif written circa 730 A.D. at
Damascus by Abdul Alhazred


Tr. to Greek 950 A.D. as
Necronomicon by Theodorus Philetas


Burnt by Patriarch Michael 1050
(i.e., Greek text). Arabic text now lost.


Olaus translates Gr. to Latin 1228


1232 Latin ed. (and Gr.) suppr. by
Pope Gregory IX


14... Black-letter printed edition
(Germany)


15... Gr. text printed in Italy


16... Spanish reprint of Latin text





End.
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The Cone


By H.G. Wells


Originally Published in 1895












The night was hot and overcast, the
sky red, rimmed with the lingering sunset of mid-summer. They sat at the open
window, trying to fancy the air was fresher there. The trees and shrubs of the
garden stood stiff and dark; beyond in the roadway a gas- lamp burnt, bright
orange against the hazy blue of the evening. Farther were the three lights of the
railway signal against the lowering sky. The man and woman spoke to one another
in low tones.


"He does not suspect?" said the man, a little
nervously.


"Not he," she said peevishly, as though that too
irritated her. "He thinks of nothing but the works and the prices of fuel.
He has no imagination, no poetry."


"None of these men of iron have," he said
sententiously. "They have no hearts."


"He has not," she said. She turned her
discontented face towards the window. The distant sound of a roaring and
rushing drew nearer and grew in volume; the house quivered; one heard the
metallic rattle of the tender. As the train passed, there was a glare of light
above the cutting and a driving tumult of smoke; one, two, three, four, five,
six, seven, eight black oblongs--eight trucks--passed across the dim grey of
the embankment, and were suddenly extinguished one by one in the throat of the
tunnel, which, with the last, seemed to swallow down train, smoke, and sound in
one abrupt gulp.


"This country was all fresh and beautiful once,"
he said; "and now--it is Gehenna. Down that way--nothing but pot-banks and
chimneys belching fire and dust into the face of heaven . . . . . But what does
it matter? An end comes, an end to all this cruelty . . . . . to-morrow."
He spoke the last word in a whisper.


"To-morrow," she said, speaking in a whisper too,
and still staring out of the window.


"Dear!" he said, putting his hand on hers.


She turned with a start, and their eyes searched one
another's. Hers softened to his gaze. "My dear one!" she said, and
then: "It seems so strange --that you should have come into my life like
this--to open--" She paused.


"To open?" he said.


"All this wonderful world--" she hesitated, and
spoke still more softly--"this world of love to me."


Then suddenly the door clicked and closed. They turned their
heads, and he started violently back. In the shadow of the room stood a great
shadowy figure--silent. They saw the face dimly in the half-light, with
unexpressive dark patches under the penthouse brows. Every muscle in Raut's
body suddenly became tense. When could the door have opened? What had he heard?
Had he heard all? What had he seen? A tumult of questions.


The new-comer's voice came at last, after a pause that
seemed interminable. "Well?" he said.


"I was afraid I had missed you, Horrocks," said
the man at the window, gripping the window-ledge with his hand. His voice was
unsteady.


The clumsy figure of Horrocks came forward out of the
shadow. He made no answer to Raut's remark. For a moment he stood above them.


The woman's heart was cold within her. "I told Mr. Raut
it was just possible you might come back," she said, in a voice that never
quivered.


Horrocks, still silent, sat down abruptly in the chair by
her little work-table. His big hands were clenched; one saw now the fire of his
eyes under the shadow of his brows. He was trying to get his breath. His eyes
went from the woman he had trusted to the friend he had trusted, and then back
to the woman.


By this time and for the moment all three half understood
one another. Yet none dared say a word to ease the pent-up things that choked
them.


It was the husband's voice that broke the silence at last.


"You wanted to see me?" he said to Raut.


Raut started as he spoke. "I came to see you," he
said, resolved to lie to the last.


"Yes," said Horrocks.


"You promised," said Raut, "to show me some
fine effects of moonlight and smoke."


"I promised to show you some fine effects of moonlight
and smoke," repeated Horrocks in a colourless voice.


"And I thought I might catch you to-night before you
went down to the works," proceeded Raut, "and come with you."


There was another pause. Did the man mean to take the thing
coolly? Did he after all know? How long had he been in the room? Yet even at
the moment when they heard the door, their attitudes . . . . Horrocks glanced
at the profile of the woman, shadowy pallid in the half-light. Then he glanced
at Raut, and seemed to recover himself suddenly. "Of course," he
said, "I promised to show you the works under their proper dramatic
conditions. It's odd how I could have forgotten."


"If I am troubling you--" began Raut.


Horrocks started again. A new light had suddenly come into
the sultry gloom of his eyes. "Not in the least," he said.


"Have you been telling Mr. Raut of all these contrasts
of flame and shadow you think so splendid?" said the woman, turning now to
her husband for the first time, her confidence creeping back again, her voice
just one half-note too high. "That dreadful theory of yours that machinery
is beautiful, and everything else in the world ugly. I thought he would not
spare you, Mr. Raut. It's his great theory, his one discovery in art."


"I am slow to make discoveries," said Horrocks
grimly, damping her suddenly. "But what I discover . . . . ." He
stopped.


"Well?" she said.


"Nothing;" and suddenly he rose to his feet.


"I promised to show you the works," he said to
Raut, and put his big, clumsy hand on his friend's shoulder. "And you are
ready to go?"


"Quite," said Raut, and stood up also.


There was another pause. Each of them peered through the
indistinctness of the dusk at the other two. Horrocks' hand still rested on
Raut's shoulder. Raut half fancied still that the incident was trivial after
all. But Mrs. Horrocks knew her husband better, knew that grim quiet in his
voice, and the confusion in her mind took a vague shape of physical evil.
"Very well", said Horrocks, and, dropping his hand, turned towards
the door.


"My hat?" Raut looked round in the half-light.


"That's my work-basket," said Mrs. Horrocks, with
a gust of hysterical laughter. Their hands came together on the back of the
chair. "Here it is!" he said. She had an impulse to warn him in an
undertone, but she could not frame a word. "Don't go!" and
"Beware of him!" struggled in her mind, and the swift moment passed.


"Got it?" said Horrocks, standing with the door
half open.


Raut stepped towards him. "Better say good-bye to Mrs.
Horrocks," said the ironmaster, even more grimly quiet in his tone than
before.


Raut started and turned. "Good-evening, Mrs. Horrocks,"
he said, and their hands touched.


Horrocks held the door open with a ceremonial politeness
unusual in him towards men. Raut went out, and then, after a wordless look at
her, her husband followed. She stood motionless while Raut's light footfall and
her husband's heavy tread, like bass and treble, passed down the passage
together. The front door slammed heavily. She went to the window, moving
slowly, and stood watching--leaning forward. The two men appeared for a moment
at the gateway in the road, passed under the street lamp, and were hidden by
the black masses of the shrubbery. The lamp-light fell for a moment on their
faces, showing only unmeaning pale patches, telling nothing of what she still
feared, and doubted, and craved vainly to know. Then she sank down into a
crouching attitude in the big arm-chair, her eyes wide open and staring out at
the red lights from the furnaces that flickered in the sky. An hour after she
was still there, her attitude scarcely changed.


The oppressive stillness of the evening weighed heavily upon
Raut. They went side by side down the road in silence, and in silence turned
into the cinder-made by-way that presently opened out the prospect of the
valley.


A blue haze, half dust, half mist, touched the long valley
with mystery. Beyond were Hanley and Etruria, grey and dark masses, outlined
thinly by the rare golden dots of the street lamps, and here and there a gaslit
window, or the yellow glare of some late-working factory or crowded
public-house. Out of the masses, clear and slender against the evening sky,
rose a multitude of tall chimneys, many of them reeking, a few smokeless during
a season of "play." Here and there a pallid patch and ghostly stunted
beehive shapes showed the position of a pot-bank, or a wheel, black and sharp
against the hot lower sky, marked some colliery where they raise the iridescent
coal of the place. Nearer at hand was the broad stretch of railway, and half
invisible trains shunted--a steady puffing and rumbling, with every run a
ringing concussion and a rhythmic series of impacts, and a passage of
intermittent puffs of white steam across the further view. And to the left,
between the railway and the dark mass of the low hill beyond, dominating the
whole view, colossal, inky-black, and crowned with smoke and fitful flames,
stood the great cylinders of the Jeddah Company Blast Furnaces, the central
edifices of the big ironworks of which Horrocks was the manager. They stood
heavy and threatening, full of an incessant turmoil of flames and seething
molten iron, and about the feet of them rattled the rolling-mills, and the
steam hammer beat heavily and splashed the white iron sparks hither and
thither. Even as they looked, a truckful of fuel was shot into one of the
giants, and the red flames gleamed out, and a confusion of smoke and black dust
came boiling upwards towards the sky.


"Certainly you get some fine effects of colour with
your furnaces," said Raut, breaking a silence that had become
apprehensive.


Horrocks grunted. He stood with his hands in his pockets,
frowning down at the dim steaming railway and the busy ironworks beyond,
frowning as if he were thinking out some knotty problem.


Raut glanced at him and away again. "At present your
moonlight effect is hardly ripe," he continued, looking upward. "The
moon is still smothered by the vestiges of daylight."


Horrocks stared at him with the expression of a man who has
suddenly awakened. "Vestiges of daylight? . . . . Of course, of
course." He too looked up at the moon, pale still in the midsummer sky.
"Come along," he said suddenly, and, gripping Raut's arm in his hand,
made a move towards the path that dropped from them to the railway.


Raut hung back. Their eyes met and saw a thousand things in
a moment that their eyes came near to say. Horrocks' hand tightened and then
relaxed. He let go, and before Raut was aware of it, they were arm in arm, and
walking, one unwillingly enough, down the path.


"You see the fine effect of the railway signals towards
Burslem," said Horrocks, suddenly breaking into loquacity, striding fast,
and tightening the grip of his elbow the while. " Little green lights and
red and white lights, all against the haze. You have an eye for effect, Raut.
It's a fine effect. And look at those furnaces of mine, how they rise upon us
as we come down the hill. That to the right is my pet--seventy feet of him. I
packed him myself, and he's boiled away cheerfully with iron in his guts for
five long years. I've a particular fancy for him. That line of red there--a
lovely bit of warm orange you'd call it, Raut--that's the puddlers' furnaces,
and there, in the hot light, three black figures--did you see the white splash
of the steam-hammer then?--that's the rolling mills. Come along! Clang,
clatter, how it goes rattling across the floor! Sheet tin, Raut, --amazing
stuff. Glass mirrors are not in it when that stuff comes from the mill. And,
squelch!--there goes the hammer again. Come along!"


He had to stop talking to catch at his breath. His arm
twisted into Raut's with benumbing tightness. He had come striding down the
black path towards the railway as though he was possessed.


Raut had not spoken a word, had simply hung back against
Horrocks' pull with all his strength.


"I say," he said now, laughing nervously, but with
an undernote of snarl in his voice, "why on earth are you nipping my arm
off, Horrocks, and dragging me along like this?"


At length Horrocks released him. His manner changed again.
"Nipping your arm off?" he said. "Sorry. But it's you taught me
the trick of walking in that friendly way."


"You haven't learnt the refinements of it yet
then," said Raut, laughing artificially again. "By Jove! I'm black
and blue."


Horrocks offered no apology. They stood now near the bottom
of the hill, close to the fence that bordered the railway. The ironworks had
grown larger and spread out with their approach. They looked up to the blast
furnaces now instead of down; the further view of Etruria and Hanley had
dropped out of sight with their descent. Before them, by the stile rose a
notice-board, bearing still dimly visible, the words, "Beware of the
Trains," half hidden by splashes of coaly mud.


"Fine effects," said Horrocks, waving his arm.
"Here comes a train. The puffs of smoke, the orange glare, the round eye
of light in front of it, the melodious rattle. Fine effects! But these furnaces
of mine used to be finer, before we shoved cones in their throats, and saved
the gas."


"How?" said Raut. "Cones?"


"Cones, my man, cones. I'll show you one nearer. The
flames used to flare out of the open throats, great--what is it?--pillars of
cloud by day, red and black smoke, and pillars of fire by night.


Now we run it off in pipes, and burn it to heat the blast,
and the top is shut by a cone. You'll be interested in that cone."


"But every now and then," said Raut, "you get
a burst of fire and smoke up there."


"The cone's not fixed, it's hung by a chain from a
lever, and balanced by an equipoise. You shall see it nearer. Else, of course,
there'd be no way of getting fuel into the thing. Every now and then the cone
dips, and out comes the flare."


"I see," said Raut. He looked over his shoulder.
"The moon gets brighter," he said.


"Come along," said Horrocks abruptly, gripping his
shoulder again, and moving him suddenly towards the railway crossing. And then
came one of those swift incidents, vivid, but so rapid that they leave one
doubtful and reeling. Halfway across, Horrocks' hand suddenly clenched upon him
like a vice, and swung him backward and through a half-turn, so that he looked
up the line. And there a chain of lamp-lit carriage-windows telescoped swiftly
as it came towards them, and the red and yellow lights of an engine grew larger
and larger, rushing down upon them. As he grasped what this meant, he turned
his face to Horrocks, and pushed with all his strength against the arm that
held him back between the rails. The struggle did not last a moment. Just as
certain as it was that Horrocks held him there, so certain was it that he had
been violently lugged out of danger.


"Out of the way," said Horrocks, with a gasp, as
the train came rattling by, and they stood panting by the gate into the
ironworks.


"I did not see it coming," said Raut, still, even
in spite of his own apprehensions, trying to keep up an appearance of ordinary
intercourse.


Horrocks answered with a grunt. "The cone," he
said, and then, as one who recovers himself, "I thought you did not
hear."


"I didn't," said Raut.


"I wouldn't have had you run over then for the
world," said Horrocks.


"For a moment I lost my nerve," said Raut.


Horrocks stood for half a minute, then turned abruptly
towards the ironworks again. "See how fine these great mounds of mine,
these clinker-heaps, look in the night! That truck yonder, up above there! Up
it goes, and out-tilts the slag. See the palpitating red stuff go sliding down
the slope. As we get nearer, the heap rises up and cuts the blast furnaces. See
the quiver up above the big one. Not that way! This way, between the heaps.
That goes to the puddling furnaces, but I want to show you the canal first."
He came and took Raut by the elbow, and so they went along side by side. Raut
answered Horrocks vaguely. What, he asked himself, had really happened on the
line? Was he deluding himself with his own fancies, or had Horrocks actually
held him back in the way of the train? Had he just been within an ace of being
murdered?


Suppose this slouching, scowling monster did know anything?
For a minute or two then Raut was really afraid for his life, but the mood
passed as he reasoned with himself. After all, Horrocks might have heard
nothing. At any rate, he had pulled him out of the way in time. His odd manner
might be due to the mere vague jealousy he had shown once before. He was
talking now of the ash-heaps and the canal. "Eigh?" said Horrocks.


"What?" said Raut. "Rather! The haze in the
moonlight. Fine!"


"Our canal," said Horrocks, stopping suddenly.
"Our canal by moonlight and firelight is an immense effect. You've never
seen it? Fancy that! You've spent too many of your evenings philandering up in
Newcastle there. I tell you, for real florid effects--But you shall see.
Boiling water . . . "


As they came out of the labyrinth of clinker-heaps and
mounds of coal and ore, the noises of the rolling-mill sprang upon them
suddenly, loud, near, and distinct. Three shadowy workmen went by and touched
their caps to Horrocks. Their faces were vague in the darkness. Raut felt a
futile impulse to address them, and before he could frame his words, they
passed into the shadows. Horrocks pointed to the canal close before them now: a
weird-looking place it seemed, in the blood-red reflections of the furnaces.
The hot water that cooled the tuyeres came into it, some fifty yards up-- a
tumultuous, almost boiling affluent, and the steam rose up from the water in
silent white wisps and streaks, wrapping damply about them, an incessant
succession of ghosts coming up from the black and red eddies, a white uprising
that made the head swim. The shining black tower of the larger blast-furnace
rose overhead out of the mist, and its tumultuous riot filled their ears. Raut
kept away from the edge of the water, and watched Horrocks.


"Here it is red," said Horrocks, "blood-red
vapour as red and hot as sin; but yonder there, where the moonlight falls on
it, and it drives across the clinker-heaps, it is as white as death."


Raut turned his head for a moment, and then came back
hastily to his watch on Horrocks. "Come along to the rolling-mills,"
said Horrocks. The threatening hold was not so evident that time, and Raut felt
a little reassured. But all the same, what on earth did Horrocks mean about
"white as death" and "red as sin?" Coincidence, perhaps?


They went and stood behind the puddlers for a little while,
and then through the rolling-mills, where amidst an incessant din the
deliberate steam-hammer beat the juice out of the succulent iron, and black,
half-naked Titans rushed the plastic bars, like hot sealing-wax, between the
wheels. "Come on," said Horrocks in Raut's ear, and they went and
peeped through the little glass hole behind the tuyeres, and saw the tumbled
fire writhing in the pit of the blast-furnace. It left one eye blinded for a
while. Then, with green and blue patches dancing across the dark, they went to
the lift by which the trucks of ore and fuel and lime were raised to the top of
the big cylinder.


And out upon the narrow rail that overhung the furnace,
Raut's doubts came upon him again. Was it wise to be here? If Horrocks did
know--everything! Do what he would, he could not resist a violent trembling.
Right under foot was a sheer depth of seventy feet. It was a dangerous place.
They pushed by a truck of fuel to get to the railing that crowned the place.
The reek of the furnace, a sulphurous vapor streaked with pungent bitterness,
seemed to make the distant hillside of Hanley quiver. The moon was riding out
now from among a drift of clouds, halfway up the sky above the undulating
wooded outlines of Newcastle. The steaming canal ran away from below them under
an indistinct bridge, and vanished into the dim haze of the flat fields towards
Burslem.


"That's the cone I've been telling you of,"
shouted Horrocks; "and, below that, sixty feet of fire and molten metal,
with the air of the blast frothing through it like gas in soda-water."


Raut gripped the hand-rail tightly, and stared down at the
cone. The heat was intense. The boiling of the iron and the tumult of the blast
made a thunderous accompaniment to Horrocks' voice. But the thing had to be
gone through now. Perhaps, after all . . .


"In the middle," bawled Horrocks,
"temperature near a thousand degrees. If YOU were dropped into it . . . .
flash into flame like a pinch of gunpowder in a candle. Put your hand out and
feel the heat of his breath. Why, even up here I've seen the rain-water boiling
off the trucks. And that cone there. It's a damned sight too hot for roasting
cakes. The top side of it's three hundred degrees."


"Three hundred degrees!" said Raut.


"Three hundred centigrade, mind!" said Horrocks.
"It will boil the blood out of you in no time."


"Eigh?" said Raut, and turned.


"Boil the blood out of you in . . . No, you
don't!"


"Let me go!" screamed Raut. "Let go my
arm!"


With one hand he clutched at the hand-rail, then with both.
For a moment the two men stood swaying. Then suddenly, with a violent jerk,
Horrocks had twisted him from his hold. He clutched at Horrocks and missed, his
foot went back into empty air; in mid-air he twisted himself, and then cheek
and shoulder and knee struck the hot cone together.


He clutched the chain by which the cone hung, and the thing
sank an infinitesimal amount as he struck it. A circle of glowing red appeared
about him, and a tongue of flame, released from the chaos within, flickered up
towards him. An intense pain assailed him at the knees, and he could smell the
singeing of his hands. He raised himself to his feet, and tried to climb up the
chain, and then something struck his head. Black and shining with the
moonlight, the throat of the furnace rose about him.


Horrocks, he saw, stood above him by one of the trucks of
fuel on the rail. The gesticulating figure was bright and white in the
moonlight, and shouting, "Fizzle, you fool! Fizzle, you hunter of women!
You hot-blooded hound! Boil! boil! boil!"


Suddenly he caught up a handful of coal out of the truck,
and flung it deliberately, lump after lump, at Raut.


"Horrocks!" cried Raut. "Horrocks!"


He clung crying to the chain, pulling himself up from the
burning of the cone. Each missile Horrocks flung hit him. His clothes charred
and glowed, and as he struggled the cone dropped, and a rush of hot suffocating
gas whooped out and burned round him in a swift breath of flame.


His human likeness departed from him. When the momentary red
had passed, Horrocks saw a charred, blackened figure, its head streaked with
blood, still clutching and fumbling with the chain, and writhing in agony--a
cindery animal, an inhuman, monstrous creature that began a sobbing
intermittent shriek.


Abruptly, at the sight, the ironmaster's anger passed. A
deadly sickness came upon him. The heavy odour of burning flesh came drifting
up to his nostrils. His sanity returned to him.


"God have mercy upon me!" he cried. "O God!
what have I done?"


He knew the thing below him, save that it still moved and
felt, was already a dead man--that the blood of the poor wretch must be boiling
in his veins. An intense realisation of that agony came to his mind, and
overcame every other feeling. For a moment he stood irresolute, and then,
turning to the truck, he hastily tilted its contents upon the struggling thing
that had once been a man. The mass fell with a thud, and went radiating over
the cone. With the thud the shriek ended, and a boiling confusion of smoke,
dust, and flame came rushing up towards him. As it passed, he saw the cone
clear again.


Then he staggered back, and stood trembling, clinging to the
rail with both hands. His lips moved, but no words came to them.


Down below was the sound of voices and running steps. The
clangour of rolling in the shed ceased abruptly.





End.
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The Moth
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Probably you have heard of
Hapley--not W. T. Hapley, the son, but the celebrated Hapley, the Hapley of
Periplaneta Hapliia, Hapley the entomologist. 


If so you know at least of the great feud between Hapley and
Professor Pawkins, though certain of its consequences may be new to you. For
those who have not, a word or two of explanation is necessary, which the idle
reader may go over with a glancing eye, if his indolence so incline him. 


It is amazing how very widely diffused is the ignorance of
such really important matters as this Hapley-Pawkins feud. Those epoch-making
controversies, again, that have convulsed the Geological Society are, I verily
believe, almost entirely unknown outside the fellowship of that body. I have heard
men of fair general education even refer to the great scenes at these meetings
as vestry-meeting squabbles. Yet the great hate of the English and Scotch
geologists has lasted now half a century, and has "left deep and abundant
marks upon the body of the science." And this Hapley-Pawkins business,
though perhaps a more personal affair, stirred passions as profound, if not
profounder. Your common man has no conception of the zeal that animates a
scientific investigator, the fury of contradiction you can arouse in him. It is
the _odium theologicum_ in a new form. There are men, for instance, who would
gladly burn Professor Ray Lankester at Smithfield for his treatment of the
Mollusca in the Encyclopaedia. That fantastic extension of the Cephalopods to
cover the Pteropods ... But I wander from Hapley and Pawkins. 


It began years and years ago, with a revision of the
Microlepidoptera (whatever these may be) by Pawkins, in which he extinguished a
new species created by Hapley. Hapley, who was always quarrelsome, replied by a
stinging impeachment of the entire classification of Pawkins.[A] Pawkins in his
"Rejoinder"[B] suggested that Hapley's microscope was as defective as
his power of observation, and called him an "irresponsible meddler"--
Hapley was not a professor at that time. Hapley in his retort,[C] spoke of
"blundering collectors," and described, as if inadvertently, Pawkins'
revision as a "miracle of ineptitude." It was war to the knife.
However, it would scarcely interest the reader to detail how these two great
men quarrelled, and how the split between them widened until from the
Microlepidoptera they were at war upon every open question in entomology. There
were memorable occasions. At times the Royal Entomological Society meetings
resembled nothing so much as the Chamber of Deputies. On the whole, I fancy
Pawkins was nearer the truth than Hapley. But Hapley was skilful with his
rhetoric, had a turn for ridicule rare in a scientific man, was endowed with
vast energy, and had a fine sense of injury in the matter of the extinguished
species; while Pawkins was a man of dull presence, prosy of speech, in shape
not unlike a water-barrel, over conscientious with testimonials, and suspected
of jobbing museum appointments. So the young men gathered round Hapley and
applauded him. It was a long struggle, vicious from the beginning and growing
at last to pitiless antagonism. The successive turns of fortune, now an
advantage to one side and now to another--now Hapley tormented by some success
of Pawkins, and now Pawkins outshone by Hapley, belong rather to the history of
entomology than to this story. 


[Footnote A: "Remarks on a Recent Revision of
Microlepidoptera." _Quart. Journ. Entomological Soc._, 1863.] 


[Footnote B: "Rejoinder to certain Remarks," etc.
_Ibid._ 1864.] 


[Footnote C: "Further Remarks," etc. _Ibid._] 


But in 1891 Pawkins, whose health had been bad for some
time, published some work upon the "mesoblast" of the Death's Head
Moth. What the mesoblast of the Death's Head Moth may be does not matter a rap in
this story. But the work was far below his usual standard, and gave Hapley an
opening he had coveted for years. He must have worked night and day to make the
most of his advantage. 


In an elaborate critique he rent Pawkins to tatters--one can
fancy the man's disordered black hair, and his queer dark eyes flashing as he
went for his antagonist--and Pawkins made a reply, halting, ineffectual, with
painful gaps of silence, and yet malignant. There was no mistaking his will to
wound Hapley, nor his incapacity to do it. But few of those who heard him--I
was absent from that meeting--realised how ill the man was. 


Hapley got his opponent down, and meant to finish him. He
followed with a simply brutal attack upon Pawkins, in the form of a paper upon
the development of moths in general, a paper showing evidence of a most
extraordinary amount of mental labour, and yet couched in a violently
controversial tone. Violent as it was, an editorial note witnesses that it was
modified. It must have covered Pawkins with shame and confusion of face. It
left no loophole; it was murderous in argument, and utterly contemptuous in
tone; an awful thing for the declining years of a man's career. 


The world of entomologists waited breathlessly for the
rejoinder from Pawkins. He would try one, for Pawkins had always been game. But
when it came it surprised them. For the rejoinder of Pawkins was to catch
influenza, proceed to pneumonia, and die. 


It was perhaps as effectual a reply as he could make under
the circumstances, and largely turned the current of feeling against Hapley.
The very people who had most gleefully cheered on those gladiators became
serious at the consequence. There could be no reasonable doubt the fret of the
defeat had contributed to the death of Pawkins. There was a limit even to
scientific controversy, said serious people. Another crushing attack was
already in the press and appeared on the day before the funeral. I don't think
Hapley exerted himself to stop it. People remembered how Hapley had hounded
down his rival, and forgot that rival's defects. Scathing satire reads ill over
fresh mould. The thing provoked comment in the daily papers. This it was that
made me think that you had probably heard of Hapley and this controversy. But,
as I have already remarked, scientific workers live very much in a world of
their own; half the people, I dare say, who go along Piccadilly to the Academy
every year, could not tell you where the learned societies abide. Many even
think that research is a kind of happy-family cage in which all kinds of men
lie down together in peace. 


In his private thoughts Hapley could not forgive Pawkins for
dying. In the first place, it was a mean dodge to escape the absolute
pulverisation Hapley had in hand for him, and in the second, it left Hapley's
mind with a queer gap in it. For twenty years he had worked hard, sometimes far
into the night, and seven days a week, with microscope, scalpel,
collecting-net, and pen, and almost entirely with reference to Pawkins. The
European reputation he had won had come as an incident in that great antipathy.
He had gradually worked up to a climax in this last controversy. It had killed
Pawkins, but it had also thrown Hapley out of gear, so to speak, and his doctor
advised him to give up work for a time, and rest. So Hapley went down into a
quiet village in Kent, and thought day and night of Pawkins, and good things it
was now impossible to say about him. 


At last Hapley began to realise in what direction the
pre-occupation tended. He determined to make a fight for it, and started by
trying to read novels. But he could not get his mind off Pawkins, white in the
face and making his last speech--every sentence a beautiful opening for Hapley.
He turned to fiction--and found it had no grip on him. He read the "Island
Nights' Entertainments" until his "sense of causation" was
shocked beyond endurance by the Bottle Imp. Then he went to Kipling, and found
he "proved nothing," besides being irreverent and vulgar. These
scientific people have their limitations. Then unhappily, he tried Besant's
"Inner House," and the opening chapter set his mind upon learned
societies and Pawkins at once. 


So Hapley turned to chess, and found it a little more
soothing. He soon mastered the moves and the chief gambits and commoner closing
positions, and began to beat the Vicar. But then the cylindrical contours of
the opposite king began to resemble Pawkins standing up and gasping
ineffectually against check-mate, and Hapley decided to give up chess. 


Perhaps the study of some new branch of science would after
all be better diversion. The best rest is change of occupation. Hapley
determined to plunge at diatoms, and had one of his smaller microscopes and
Halibut's monograph sent down from London. He thought that perhaps if he could
get up a vigorous quarrel with Halibut, he might be able to begin life afresh
and forget Pawkins. And very soon he was hard at work in his habitual strenuous
fashion, at these microscopic denizens of the way-side pool. 


It was on the third day of the diatoms that Hapley became
aware of a novel addition to the local fauna. He was working late at the
microscope, and the only light in the room was the brilliant little lamp with
the special form of green shade. Like all experienced microscopists, he kept
both eyes open. It is the only way to avoid excessive fatigue. One eye was over
the instrument, and bright and distinct before that was the circular field of
the microscope, across which a brown diatom was slowly moving. With the other
eye Hapley saw, as it were, without seeing. He was only dimly conscious of the
brass side of the instrument, the illuminated part of the table-cloth, a sheet
of notepaper, the foot of the lamp, and the darkened room beyond. 


Suddenly his attention drifted from one eye to the other.
The table-cloth was of the material called tapestry by shopmen, and rather
brightly coloured. The pattern was in gold, with a small amount of crimson and
pale blue upon a greyish ground. At one point the pattern seemed displaced, and
there was a vibrating movement of the colours at this point. 


Hapley suddenly moved his head back and looked with both
eyes. His mouth fell open with astonishment. 


It was a large moth or butterfly; its wings spread in
butterfly fashion! 


It was strange it should be in the room at all, for the
windows were closed. Strange that it should not have attracted his attention
when fluttering to its present position. Strange that it should match the
table-cloth. Stranger far that to him, Hapley, the great entomologist, it was
altogether unknown. There was no delusion. It was crawling slowly towards the
foot of the lamp. 


"New Genus, by heavens! And in England!" said
Hapley, staring. 


Then he suddenly thought of Pawkins. Nothing would have
maddened Pawkins more...And Pawkins was dead! 


Something about the head and body of the insect became
singularly suggestive of Pawkins, just as the chess king had been. 


"Confound Pawkins!" said Hapley. "But I must
catch this." And looking round him for some means of capturing the moth,
he rose slowly out of his chair. Suddenly the insect rose, struck the edge of
the lampshade--Hapley heard the "ping"--and vanished into the shadow.



In a moment Hapley had whipped off the shade, so that the
whole room was illuminated. The thing had disappeared, but soon his practised
eye detected it upon the wall-paper near the door. He went towards it poising
the lamp-shade for capture. Before he was within striking distance, however, it
had risen and was fluttering round the room. After the fashion of its kind, it
flew with sudden starts and turns, seeming to vanish here and reappear there.
Once Hapley struck, and missed; then again. 


The third time he hit his microscope. The instrument swayed,
struck and overturned the lamp, and fell noisily upon the floor. The lamp
turned over on the table and, very luckily, went out. Hapley was left in the
dark. With a start he felt the strange moth blunder into his face. 


It was maddening. He had no lights. If he opened the door of
the room the thing would get away. In the darkness he saw Pawkins quite
distinctly laughing at him. Pawkins had ever an oily laugh. He swore furiously
and stamped his foot on the floor. 


There was a timid rapping at the door. 


Then it opened, perhaps a foot, and very slowly. The alarmed
face of the landlady appeared behind a pink candle flame; she wore a night-cap
over her grey hair and had some purple garment over her shoulders. "What
_was_ that fearful smash?" she said. "Has anything----" The
strange moth appeared fluttering about the chink of the door. "Shut that
door!" said Hapley, and suddenly rushed at her. 


The door slammed hastily. Hapley was left alone in the dark.
Then in the pause he heard his landlady scuttle upstairs, lock her door, and
drag something heavy across the room and put against it. 


It became evident to Hapley that his conduct and appearance
had been strange and alarming. Confound the moth! and Pawkins! However, it was
a pity to lose the moth now. He felt his way into the hall and found the
matches, after sending his hat down upon the floor with a noise like a drum.
With the lighted candle he returned to the sitting-room. No moth was to be
seen. Yet once for a moment it seemed that the thing was fluttering round his head.
Hapley very suddenly decided to give up the moth and go to bed. But he was
excited. All night long his sleep was broken by dreams of the moth, Pawkins,
and his landlady. Twice in the night he turned out and soused his head in cold
water. 


One thing was very clear to him. His landlady could not
possibly understand about the strange moth, especially as he had failed to
catch it. No one but an entomologist would understand quite how he felt. She
was probably frightened at his behaviour, and yet he failed to see how he could
explain it. He decided to say nothing further about the events of last night.
After breakfast he saw her in her garden, and decided to go out and talk to
reassure her. He talked to her about beans and potatoes, bees, caterpillars,
and the price of fruit. She replied in her usual manner, but she looked at him
a little suspiciously, and kept walking as he walked, so that there was always
a bed of flowers, or a row of beans, or something of the sort, between them.
After a while he began to feel singularly irritated at this, and to conceal his
vexation went indoors and presently went out for a walk. 


The moth, or butterfly, trailing an odd flavour of Pawkins
with it, kept coming into that walk, though he did his best to keep his mind
off it. Once he saw it quite distinctly, with its wings flattened out, upon the
old stone wall that runs along the west edge of the park, but going up to it he
found it was only two lumps of grey and yellow lichen. "This," said
Hapley, "is the reverse of mimicry. Instead of a butterfly looking like a
stone, here is a stone looking like a butterfly!" Once something hovered
and fluttered round his head, but by an effort of will he drove that impression
out of his mind again. 


In the afternoon Hapley called upon the Vicar, and argued
with him upon theological questions. They sat in the little arbour covered with
briar, and smoked as they wrangled. "Look at that moth!" said Hapley,
suddenly, pointing to the edge of the wooden table. 


"Where?" said the Vicar. 


"You don't see a moth on the edge of the table
there?" said Hapley. 


"Certainly not," said the Vicar. 


Hapley was thunderstruck. He gasped. The Vicar was staring
at him. Clearly the man saw nothing. "The eye of faith is no better than
the eye of science," said Hapley awkwardly. 


"I don't see your point," said the Vicar, thinking
it was part of the argument. 


That night Hapley found the moth crawling over his
counterpane. He sat on the edge of the bed in his shirt sleeves and reasoned
with himself. Was it pure hallucination? He knew he was slipping, and he
battled for his sanity with the same silent energy he had formerly displayed
against Pawkins. So persistent is mental habit, that he felt as if it were
still a struggle with Pawkins. He was well versed in psychology. He knew that
such visual illusions do come as a result of mental strain. But the point was, he
did not only _see_ the moth, he had heard it when it touched the edge of the
lampshade, and afterwards when it hit against the wall, and he had felt it
strike his face in the dark. 


He looked at it. It was not at all dreamlike, but perfectly
clear and solid-looking in the candle-light. He saw the hairy body, and the
short feathery antennae, the jointed legs, even a place where the down was
rubbed from the wing. He suddenly felt angry with himself for being afraid of a
little insect. 


His landlady had got the servant to sleep with her that
night, because she was afraid to be alone. In addition she had locked the door,
and put the chest of drawers against it. They listened and talked in whispers
after they had gone to bed, but nothing occurred to alarm them. About eleven
they had ventured to put the candle out, and had both dozed off to sleep. They
woke up with a start, and sat up in bed, listening in the darkness. 


Then they heard slippered feet going to and fro in Hapley's
room. A chair was overturned, and there was a violent dab at the wall. Then a
china mantel ornament smashed upon the fender. Suddenly the door of the room
opened, and they heard him upon the landing. They clung to one another,
listening. He seemed to be dancing upon the staircase. Now he would go down
three or four steps quickly, then up again, then hurry down into the hall. They
heard the umbrella stand go over, and the fanlight break. Then the bolt shot
and the chain rattled. He was opening the door. 


They hurried to the window. It was a dim grey night; an
almost unbroken sheet of watery cloud was sweeping across the moon, and the
hedge and trees in front of the house were black against the pale roadway. They
saw Hapley, looking like a ghost in his shirt and white trousers, running to
and fro in the road, and beating the air. Now he would stop, now he would dart
very rapidly at something invisible, now he would move upon it with stealthy
strides. At last he went out of sight up the road towards the down. Then, while
they argued who should go down and lock the door, he returned. He was walking
very fast, and he came straight into the house, closed the door carefully, and
went quietly up to his bedroom. Then everything was silent. 


"Mrs. Colville," said Hapley, calling down the
staircase next morning, "I hope I did not alarm you last night." 


"You may well ask that!" said Mrs. Colville. 


"The fact is, I am a sleep-walker, and the last two
nights I have been without my sleeping mixture. There is nothing to be alarmed
about, really. I am sorry I made such an ass of myself. I will go over the down
to Shoreham, and get some stuff to make me sleep soundly. I ought to have done
that yesterday." 


But half-way over the down, by the chalk pits, the moth came
upon Hapley again. He went on, trying to keep his mind upon chess problems, but
it was no good. The thing fluttered into his face, and he struck at it with his
hat in self-defence. Then rage, the old rage--the rage he had so often felt
against Pawkins--came upon him again. He went on, leaping and striking at the
eddying insect. Suddenly he trod on nothing, and fell headlong. 


There was a gap in his sensations, and Hapley found himself
sitting on the heap of flints in front of the opening of the chalk-pits, with a
leg twisted back under him. The strange moth was still fluttering round his
head. He struck at it with his hand, and turning his head saw two men
approaching him. One was the village doctor. It occurred to Hapley that this
was lucky. Then it came into his mind with extraordinary vividness, that no one
would ever be able to see the strange moth except himself, and that it behoved
him to keep silent about it. 


Late that night, however, after his broken leg was set, he
was feverish and forgot his self-restraint. He was lying flat on his bed, and
he began to run his eyes round the room to see if the moth was still about. He
tried not to do this, but it was no good. He soon caught sight of the thing
resting close to his hand, by the night-light, on the green table-cloth. The
wings quivered. With a sudden wave of anger he smote at it with his fist, and
the nurse woke up with a shriek. He had missed it. 


"That moth!" he said; and then, "It was
fancy. Nothing!" 


All the time he could see quite clearly the insect going
round the cornice and darting across the room, and he could also see that the
nurse saw nothing of it and looked at him strangely. He must keep himself in
hand. He knew he was a lost man if he did not keep himself in hand. But as the
night waned the fever grew upon him, and the very dread he had of seeing the
moth made him see it. About five, just as the dawn was grey, he tried to get
out of bed and catch it, though his leg was afire with pain. The nurse had to
struggle with him. 


On account of this, they tied him down to the bed. At this
the moth grew bolder, and once he felt it settle in his hair. Then, because he
struck out violently with his arms, they tied these also. At this the moth came
and crawled over his face, and Hapley wept, swore, screamed, prayed for them to
take it off him, unavailingly. 


The doctor was a blockhead, a just-qualified general
practitioner, and quite ignorant of mental science. He simply said there was no
moth. Had he possessed the wit, he might still, perhaps, have saved Hapley from
his fate by entering into his delusion, and covering his face with gauze, as he
prayed might be done. But, as I say, the doctor was a blockhead, and until the
leg was healed Hapley was kept tied to his bed, and with the imaginary moth
crawling over him. It never left him while he was awake and it grew to a
monster in his dreams. While he was awake he longed for sleep, and from sleep
he awoke screaming. 


So now Hapley is spending the remainder of his days in a
padded room, worried by a moth that no one else can see. The asylum doctor
calls it hallucination; but Hapley, when he is in his easier mood, and can
talk, says it is the ghost of Pawkins, and consequently a unique specimen and
well worth the trouble of catching. 





End.
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It is very seldom that mere ordinary
people like John and myself secure ancestral halls for the summer.


A colonial mansion, a hereditary estate, I would say a
haunted house, and reach the height of romantic felicity—but that would be
asking too much of fate!


Still I will proudly declare that there is something queer
about it.


Else, why should it be let so cheaply? And why have stood so
long untenanted?


John laughs at me, of course, but one expects that in
marriage.


John is practical in the extreme. He has no patience with
faith, an intense horror of superstition, and he scoffs openly at any talk of
things not to be felt and seen and put down in figures.


John is a physician, and perhaps—(I would not say it to a
living soul, of course, but this is dead paper and a great relief to my
mind)—perhaps that is one reason I do not get well faster.


You see, he does not believe I am sick!


And what can one do?


If a physician of high standing, and one’s own husband,
assures friends and relatives that there is really nothing the matter with one
but temporary nervous depression—a slight hysterical tendency—what is one to
do?


My brother is also a physician, and also of high standing,
and he says the same thing.


So I take phosphates or phosphites—whichever it is, and
tonics, and journeys, and air, and exercise, and am absolutely forbidden to
“work” until I am well again.


Personally, I disagree with their ideas.


Personally, I believe that congenial work, with excitement
and change, would do me good.


But what is one to do?


I did write for a while in spite of them; but it does
exhaust me a good deal—having to be so sly about it, or else meet with heavy
opposition.


I sometimes fancy that in my condition if I had less
opposition and more society and stimulus—but John says the very worst thing I
can do is to think about my condition, and I confess it always makes me feel
bad.


So I will let it alone and talk about the house.


The most beautiful place! It is quite alone, standing well
back from the road, quite three miles from the village. It makes me think of
English places that you read about, for there are hedges and walls and gates
that lock, and lots of separate little houses for the gardeners and people.


There is a delicious garden! I never saw such a garden—large
and shady, full of box-bordered paths, and lined with long grape-covered arbors
with seats under them.


There were greenhouses, too, but they are all broken now.


There was some legal trouble, I believe, something about the
heirs and co-heirs; anyhow, the place has been empty for years.


That spoils my ghostliness, I am afraid; but I don’t
care—there is something strange about the house—I can feel it.


I even said so to John one moonlight evening, but he said
what I felt was a draught, and shut the window.


I get unreasonably angry with John sometimes. I’m sure I
never used to be so sensitive. I think it is due to this nervous condition.


But John says if I feel so I shall neglect proper
self-control; so I take pains to control myself,—before him, at least,—and that
makes me very tired.


I don’t like our room a bit. I wanted one downstairs that
opened on the piazza and had roses all over the window, and such pretty
old-fashioned chintz hangings! but John would not hear of it.


He said there was only one window and not room for two beds,
and no near room for him if he took another.


He is very careful and loving, and hardly lets me stir
without special direction.


I have a schedule prescription for each hour in the day; he
takes all care from me, and so I feel basely ungrateful not to value it more.


He said we came here solely on my account, that I was to
have perfect rest and all the air I could get. “Your exercise depends on your
strength, my dear,” said he, “and your food somewhat on your appetite; but air
you can absorb all the time.” So we took the nursery, at the top of the house.


It is a big, airy room, the whole floor nearly, with windows
that look all ways, and air and sunshine galore. It was nursery first and then
playground and gymnasium, I should judge; for the windows are barred for little
children, and there are rings and things in the walls.


The paint and paper look as if a boys’ school had used it.
It is stripped off—the paper—in great patches all around the head of my bed,
about as far as I can reach, and in a great place on the other side of the room
low down. I never saw a worse paper in my life.


One of those sprawling flamboyant patterns committing every
artistic sin.


It is dull enough to confuse the eye in following,
pronounced enough to constantly irritate, and provoke study, and when you
follow the lame, uncertain curves for a little distance they suddenly commit
suicide—plunge off at outrageous angles, destroy themselves in unheard-of
contradictions.


The color is repellant, almost revolting; a smouldering,
unclean yellow, strangely faded by the slow-turning sunlight.


It is a dull yet lurid orange in some places, a sickly
sulphur tint in others.


No wonder the children hated it! I should hate it myself if
I had to live in this room long.


There comes John, and I must put this away,—he hates to have
me write a word.


We have been here two weeks, and I haven’t felt like writing
before, since that first day.


I am sitting by the window now, up in this atrocious
nursery, and there is nothing to hinder my writing as much as I please, save
lack of strength.


John is away all day, and even some nights when his cases
are serious.


I am glad my case is not serious!


But these nervous troubles are dreadfully depressing.


John does not know how much I really suffer. He knows there
is no reason to suffer, and that satisfies him.


Of course it is only nervousness. It does weigh on me so not
to do my duty in any way!


I meant to be such a help to John, such a real rest and
comfort, and here I am a comparative burden already!


Nobody would believe what an effort it is to do what little
I am able—to dress and entertain, and order things.


It is fortunate Mary is so good with the baby. Such a dear
baby!


And yet I cannot be with him, it makes me so nervous.


I suppose John never was nervous in his life. He laughs at
me so about this wallpaper!


At first he meant to repaper the room, but afterwards he
said that I was letting it get the better of me, and that nothing was worse for
a nervous patient than to give way to such fancies.


He said that after the wallpaper was changed it would be the
heavy bedstead, and then the barred windows, and then that gate at the head of
the stairs, and so on.


“You know the place is doing you good,” he said, “and
really, dear, I don’t care to renovate the house just for a three months’
rental.”


“Then do let us go downstairs,” I said, “there are such
pretty rooms there.”


Then he took me in his arms and called me a blessed little
goose, and said he would go down cellar if I wished, and have it whitewashed
into the bargain.


But he is right enough about the beds and windows and
things.


It is as airy and comfortable a room as any one need wish,
and, of course, I would not be so silly as to make him uncomfortable just for a
whim.


I’m really getting quite fond of the big room, all but that
horrid paper.


Out of one window I can see the garden, those mysterious
deep-shaded arbors, the riotous old-fashioned flowers, and bushes and gnarly
trees.


Out of another I get a lovely view of the bay and a little
private wharf belonging to the estate. There is a beautiful shaded lane that
runs down there from the house. I always fancy I see people walking in these
numerous paths and arbors, but John has cautioned me not to give way to fancy
in the least. He says that with my imaginative power and habit of story-making
a nervous weakness like mine is sure to lead to all manner of excited fancies,
and that I ought to use my will and good sense to check the tendency. So I try.


I think sometimes that if I were only well enough to write a
little it would relieve the press of ideas and rest me.


But I find I get pretty tired when I try.


It is so discouraging not to have any advice and
companionship about my work. When I get really well John says we will ask
Cousin Henry and Julia down for a long visit; but he says he would as soon put
fire-works in my pillow-case as to let me have those stimulating people about
now.


I wish I could get well faster.


But I must not think about that. This paper looks to me as
if it knew what a vicious influence it had!


There is a recurrent spot where the pattern lolls like a
broken neck and two bulbous eyes stare at you upside-down.


I get positively angry with the impertinence of it and the
everlastingness. Up and down and sideways they crawl, and those absurd,
unblinking eyes are everywhere. There is one place where two breadths didn’t
match, and the eyes go all up and down the line, one a little higher than the
other.


I never saw so much expression in an inanimate thing before,
and we all know how much expression they have! I used to lie awake as a child
and get more entertainment and terror out of blank walls and plain furniture
than most children could find in a toy-store.


I remember what a kindly wink the knobs of our big old
bureau used to have, and there was one chair that always seemed like a strong
friend.


I used to feel that if any of the other things looked too
fierce I could always hop into that chair and be safe.


The furniture in this room is no worse than inharmonious,
however, for we had to bring it all from downstairs. I suppose when this was
used as a playroom they had to take the nursery things out, and no wonder! I
never saw such ravages as the children have made here.


The wallpaper, as I said before, is torn off in spots, and
it sticketh closer than a brother—they must have had perseverance as well as
hatred.


Then the floor is scratched and gouged and splintered, the
plaster itself is dug out here and there, and this great heavy bed, which is
all we found in the room, looks as if it had been through the wars.


But I don’t mind it a bit—only the paper.


There comes John’s sister. Such a dear girl as she is, and
so careful of me! I must not let her find me writing.


She is a perfect, and enthusiastic housekeeper, and hopes
for no better profession. I verily believe she thinks it is the writing which
made me sick!


But I can write when she is out, and see her a long way off
from these windows.


There is one that commands the road, a lovely, shaded,
winding road, and one that just looks off over the country. A lovely country,
too, full of great elms and velvet meadows.


This wallpaper has a kind of sub-pattern in a different
shade, a particularly irritating one, for you can only see it in certain
lights, and not clearly then.


But in the places where it isn’t faded, and where the sun is
just so, I can see a strange, provoking, formless sort of figure, that seems to
sulk about behind that silly and conspicuous front design.


There’s sister on the stairs!


Well, the Fourth of July is over! The people are gone and I
am tired out. John thought it might do me good to see a little company, so we
just had mother and Nellie and the children down for a week.


Of course I didn’t do a thing. Jennie sees to everything
now.


But it tired me all the same.


John says if I don’t pick up faster he shall send me to Weir
Mitchell in the fall.


But I don’t want to go there at all. I had a friend who was
in his hands once, and she says he is just like John and my brother, only more
so!


Besides, it is such an undertaking to go so far.


I don’t feel as if it was worth while to turn my hand over
for anything, and I’m getting dreadfully fretful and querulous.


I cry at nothing, and cry most of the time.


Of course I don’t when John is here, or anybody else, but
when I am alone.


And I am alone a good deal just now. John is kept in town
very often by serious cases, and Jennie is good and lets me alone when I want
her to.


So I walk a little in the garden or down that lovely lane,
sit on the porch under the roses, and lie down up here a good deal.


I’m getting really fond of the room in spite of the
wallpaper. Perhaps because of the wallpaper.


It dwells in my mind so!


I lie here on this great immovable bed—it is nailed down, I
believe—and follow that pattern about by the hour. It is as good as gymnastics,
I assure you. I start, we’ll say, at the bottom, down in the corner over there
where it has not been touched, and I determine for the thousandth time that I
will follow that pointless pattern to some sort of a conclusion.


I know a little of the principle of design, and I know this
thing was not arranged on any laws of radiation, or alternation, or repetition,
or symmetry, or anything else that I ever heard of.


It is repeated, of course, by the breadths, but not
otherwise.


Looked at in one way each breadth stands alone, the bloated
curves and flourishes—a kind of “debased Romanesque” with delirium tremens—go
waddling up and down in isolated columns of fatuity.


But, on the other hand, they connect diagonally, and the
sprawling outlines run off in great slanting waves of optic horror, like a lot
of wallowing seaweeds in full chase.


The whole thing goes horizontally, too, at least it seems
so, and I exhaust myself in trying to distinguish the order of its going in
that direction.


They have used a horizontal breadth for a frieze, and that
adds wonderfully to the confusion.


There is one end of the room where it is almost intact, and
there, when the cross-lights fade and the low sun shines directly upon it, I
can almost fancy radiation after all,—the interminable grotesques seem to form
around a common centre and rush off in headlong plunges of equal distraction.


It makes me tired to follow it. I will take a nap, I guess.


I don’t know why I should write this.


I don’t want to.


I don’t feel able.


And I know John would think it absurd. But I must say what I
feel and think in some way—it is such a relief!


But the effort is getting to be greater than the relief.


Half the time now I am awfully lazy, and lie down ever so
much.


John says I musn’t lose my strength, and has me take
cod-liver oil and lots of tonics and things, to say nothing of ale and wine and
rare meat.


Dear John! He loves me very dearly, and hates to have me
sick. I tried to have a real earnest reasonable talk with him the other day,
and tell him how I wish he would let me go and make a visit to Cousin Henry and
Julia.


But he said I wasn’t able to go, nor able to stand it after
I got there; and I did not make out a very good case for myself, for I was
crying before I had finished.


It is getting to be a great effort for me to think straight.
Just this nervous weakness, I suppose.


And dear John gathered me up in his arms, and just carried
me upstairs and laid me on the bed, and sat by me and read to me till it tired
my head.


He said I was his darling and his comfort and all he had,
and that I must take care of myself for his sake, and keep well.


He says no one but myself can help me out of it, that I must
use my will and self-control and not let any silly fancies run away with me.


There’s one comfort, the baby is well and happy, and does
not have to occupy this nursery with the horrid wallpaper.


If we had not used it that blessed child would have! What a
fortunate escape! Why, I wouldn’t have a child of mine, an impressionable
little thing, live in such a room for worlds.


I never thought of it before, but it is lucky that John kept
me here after all. I can stand it so much easier than a baby, you see.


Of course I never mention it to them any more,—I am too
wise,—but I keep watch of it all the same.


There are things in that paper that nobody knows but me, or
ever will.


Behind that outside pattern the dim shapes get clearer every
day.


It is always the same shape, only very numerous.


And it is like a woman stooping down and creeping about
behind that pattern. I don’t like it a bit. I wonder—I begin to think—I wish
John would take me away from here!


It is so hard to talk with John about my case, because he is
so wise, and because he loves me so.


But I tried it last night.


It was moonlight. The moon shines in all around, just as the
sun does.


I hate to see it sometimes, it creeps so slowly, and always
comes in by one window or another.


John was asleep and I hated to waken him, so I kept still
and watched the moonlight on that undulating wallpaper till I felt creepy.


The faint figure behind seemed to shake the pattern, just as
if she wanted to get out.


I got up softly and went to feel and see if the paper did
move, and when I came back John was awake.


“What is it, little girl?” he said. “Don’t go walking about
like that—you’ll get cold.”


I thought it was a good time to talk, so I told him that I
really was not gaining here, and that I wished he would take me away.


“Why darling!” said he, “our lease will be up in three
weeks, and I can’t see how to leave before.


“The repairs are not done at home, and I cannot possibly
leave town just now. Of course if you were in any danger I could and would, but
you really are better, dear, whether you can see it or not. I am a doctor,
dear, and I know. You are gaining flesh and color, your appetite is better. I
feel really much easier about you.”


“I don’t weigh a bit more,” said I, “nor as much; and my
appetite may be better in the evening, when you are here, but it is worse in
the morning when you are away.”


“Bless her little heart!” said he with a big hug; “she shall
be as sick as she pleases! But now let’s improve the shining hours by going to
sleep, and talk about it in the morning!”


“And you won’t go away?” I asked gloomily.


“Why, how can I, dear? It is only three weeks more and then
we will take a nice little trip of a few days while Jennie is getting the house
ready. Really, dear, you are better!”


“Better in body perhaps”—I began, and stopped short, for he
sat up straight and looked at me with such a stern, reproachful look that I
could not say another word.


“My darling,” said he, “I beg of you, for my sake and for
our child’s sake, as well as for your own, that you will never for one instant
let that idea enter your mind! There is nothing so dangerous, so fascinating,
to a temperament like yours. It is a false and foolish fancy. Can you not trust
me as a physician when I tell you so?”


So of course I said no more on that score, and we went to
sleep before long. He thought I was asleep first, but I wasn’t,—I lay there for
hours trying to decide whether that front pattern and the back pattern really
did move together or separately.


On a pattern like this, by daylight, there is a lack of
sequence, a defiance of law, that is a constant irritant to a normal mind.


The color is hideous enough, and unreliable enough, and
infuriating enough, but the pattern is torturing.


You think you have mastered it, but just as you get well
under way in following, it turns a back somersault and there you are. It slaps
you in the face, knocks you down, and tramples upon you. It is like a bad
dream.


The outside pattern is a florid arabesque, reminding one of
a fungus. If you can imagine a toadstool in joints, an interminable string of
toadstools, budding and sprouting in endless convolutions,—why, that is
something like it.


That is, sometimes!


There is one marked peculiarity about this paper, a thing
nobody seems to notice but myself, and that is that it changes as the light
changes.


When the sun shoots in through the east window—I always
watch for that first long, straight ray—it changes so quickly that I never can
quite believe it.


That is why I watch it always.


By moonlight—the moon shines in all night when there is a
moon—I wouldn’t know it was the same paper.


At night in any kind of light, in twilight, candlelight,
lamplight, and worst of all by moonlight, it becomes bars! The outside pattern
I mean, and the woman behind it is as plain as can be.


I didn’t realize for a long time what the thing was that
showed behind,—that dim sub-pattern,—but now I am quite sure it is a woman.


By daylight she is subdued, quiet. I fancy it is the pattern
that keeps her so still. It is so puzzling. It keeps me quiet by the hour.


I lie down ever so much now. John says it is good for me,
and to sleep all I can.


Indeed, he started the habit by making me lie down for an
hour after each meal.


It is a very bad habit, I am convinced, for, you see, I
don’t sleep.


And that cultivates deceit, for I don’t tell them I’m
awake,—oh, no!


The fact is, I am getting a little afraid of John.


He seems very queer sometimes, and even Jennie has an
inexplicable look.


It strikes me occasionally, just as a scientific hypothesis,
that perhaps it is the paper!


I have watched John when he did not know I was looking, and
come into the room suddenly on the most innocent excuses, and I’ve caught him
several times looking at the paper! And Jennie too. I caught Jennie with her
hand on it once.


She didn’t know I was in the room, and when I asked her in a
quiet, a very quiet voice, with the most restrained manner possible, what she
was doing with the paper she turned around as if she had been caught stealing,
and looked quite angry—asked me why I should frighten her so!


Then she said that the paper stained everything it touched,
that she had found yellow smooches on all my clothes and John’s, and she wished
we would be more careful!


Did not that sound innocent? But I know she was studying
that pattern, and I am determined that nobody shall find it out but myself!


Life is very much more exciting now than it used to be. You
see I have something more to expect, to look forward to, to watch. I really do
eat better, and am more quiet than I was.


John is so pleased to see me improve! He laughed a little
the other day, and said I seemed to be flourishing in spite of my wallpaper.


I turned it off with a laugh. I had no intention of telling
him it was because of the wallpaper—he would make fun of me. He might even want
to take me away.


I don’t want to leave now until I have found it out. There
is a week more, and I think that will be enough.


I’m feeling ever so much better! I don’t sleep much at
night, for it is so interesting to watch developments; but I sleep a good deal
in the daytime.


In the daytime it is tiresome and perplexing.


There are always new shoots on the fungus, and new shades of
yellow all over it. I cannot keep count of them, though I have tried
conscientiously.


It is the strangest yellow, that wallpaper! It makes me
think of all the yellow things I ever saw—not beautiful ones like buttercups,
but old foul, bad yellow things.


But there is something else about that paper—the smell! I
noticed it the moment we came into the room, but with so much air and sun it
was not bad. Now we have had a week of fog and rain, and whether the windows
are open or not, the smell is here.


It creeps all over the house.


I find it hovering in the dining-room, skulking in the
parlor, hiding in the hall, lying in wait for me on the stairs.


It gets into my hair.


Even when I go to ride, if I turn my head suddenly and
surprise it—there is that smell!


Such a peculiar odor, too! I have spent hours in trying to
analyze it, to find what it smelled like.


It is not bad—at first, and very gentle, but quite the
subtlest, most enduring odor I ever met.


In this damp weather it is awful. I wake up in the night and
find it hanging over me.


It used to disturb me at first. I thought seriously of
burning the house—to reach the smell.


But now I am used to it. The only thing I can think of that
it is like is the color of the paper! A yellow smell.


There is a very funny mark on this wall, low down, near the
mopboard. A streak that runs round the room. It goes behind every piece of
furniture, except the bed, a long, straight, even smooch, as if it had been rubbed
over and over.


I wonder how it was done and who did it, and what they did
it for. Round and round and round—round and round and round—it makes me dizzy!





I really have discovered something at last.


Through watching so much at night, when it changes so, I
have finally found out.


The front pattern does move—and no wonder! The woman behind
shakes it!


Sometimes I think there are a great many women behind, and
sometimes only one, and she crawls around fast, and her crawling shakes it all
over.


Then in the very bright spots she keeps still, and in the
very shady spots she just takes hold of the bars and shakes them hard.


And she is all the time trying to climb through. But nobody
could climb through that pattern—it strangles so; I think that is why it has so
many heads.


They get through, and then the pattern strangles them off
and turns them upside-down, and makes their eyes white!


If those heads were covered or taken off it would not be
half so bad.


I think that woman gets out in the daytime!


And I’ll tell you why—privately—I’ve seen her!


I can see her out of every one of my windows!


It is the same woman, I know, for she is always creeping,
and most women do not creep by daylight.


I see her on that long shaded lane, creeping up and down. I
see her in those dark grape arbors, creeping all around the garden.


I see her on that long road under the trees, creeping along,
and when a carriage comes she hides under the blackberry vines.


I don’t blame her a bit. It must be very humiliating to be
caught creeping by daylight!


I always lock the door when I creep by daylight. I can’t do
it at night, for I know John would suspect something at once.


And John is so queer now, that I don’t want to irritate him.
I wish he would take another room! Besides, I don’t want anybody to get that
woman out at night but myself.


I often wonder if I could see her out of all the windows at
once.


But, turn as fast as I can, I can only see out of one at one
time.


And though I always see her she may be able to creep faster
than I can turn!


I have watched her sometimes away off in the open country,
creeping as fast as a cloud shadow in a high wind.


If only that top pattern could be gotten off from the under
one! I mean to try it, little by little.


I have found out another funny thing, but I shan’t tell it
this time! It does not do to trust people too much.


There are only two more days to get this paper off, and I
believe John is beginning to notice. I don’t like the look in his eyes.


And I heard him ask Jennie a lot of professional questions
about me. She had a very good report to give.


She said I slept a good deal in the daytime.


John knows I don’t sleep very well at night, for all I’m so
quiet!


He asked me all sorts of questions, too, and pretended to be
very loving and kind.


As if I couldn’t see through him!


Still, I don’t wonder he acts so, sleeping under this paper
for three months.


It only interests me, but I feel sure John and Jennie are
secretly affected by it.


Hurrah! This is the last day, but it is enough. John is to
stay in town over night, and won’t be out until this evening.


Jennie wanted to sleep with me—the sly thing! but I told her
I should undoubtedly rest better for a night all alone.


That was clever, for really I wasn’t alone a bit! As soon as
it was moonlight, and that poor thing began to crawl and shake the pattern, I
got up and ran to help her.


I pulled and she shook, I shook and she pulled, and before
morning we had peeled off yards of that paper.


A strip about as high as my head and half around the room.


And then when the sun came and that awful pattern began to
laugh at me I declared I would finish it to-day!


We go away to-morrow, and they are moving all my furniture
down again to leave things as they were before.


Jennie looked at the wall in amazement, but I told her merrily
that I did it out of pure spite at the vicious thing.


She laughed and said she wouldn’t mind doing it herself, but
I must not get tired.


How she betrayed herself that time!


But I am here, and no person touches this paper but me—not
alive!


She tried to get me out of the room—it was too patent! But I
said it was so quiet and empty and clean now that I believed I would lie down
again and sleep all I could; and not to wake me even for dinner—I would call
when I woke.


So now she is gone, and the servants are gone, and the
things are gone, and there is nothing left but that great bedstead nailed down,
with the canvas mattress we found on it.


We shall sleep downstairs to-night, and take the boat home
to-morrow.


I quite enjoy the room, now it is bare again.


How those children did tear about here!


This bedstead is fairly gnawed!


But I must get to work.


I have locked the door and thrown the key down into the
front path.


I don’t want to go out, and I don’t want to have anybody
come in, till John comes.


I want to astonish him.


I’ve got a rope up here that even Jennie did not find. If
that woman does get out, and tries to get away, I can tie her!


But I forgot I could not reach far without anything to stand
on!


This bed will not move!


I tried to lift and push it until I was lame, and then I got
so angry I bit off a little piece at one corner—but it hurt my teeth.


Then I peeled off all the paper I could reach standing on
the floor. It sticks horribly and the pattern just enjoys it! All those
strangled heads and bulbous eyes and waddling fungus growths just shriek with
derision!


I am getting angry enough to do something desperate. To jump
out of the window would be admirable exercise, but the bars are too strong even
to try.


Besides I wouldn’t do it. Of course not. I know well enough
that a step like that is improper and might be misconstrued.


I don’t like to look out of the windows even—there are so
many of those creeping women, and they creep so fast.


I wonder if they all come out of that wallpaper as I did?


But I am securely fastened now by my well-hidden rope—you
don’t get me out in the road there!


I suppose I shall have to get back behind the pattern when
it comes night, and that is hard!


It is so pleasant to be out in this great room and creep
around as I please!


I don’t want to go outside. I won’t, even if Jennie asks me
to.


For outside you have to creep on the ground, and everything
is green instead of yellow.


But here I can creep smoothly on the floor, and my shoulder
just fits in that long smooch around the wall, so I cannot lose my way.


Why, there’s John at the door!


It is no use, young man, you can’t open it!


How he does call and pound!


Now he’s crying for an axe.


It would be a shame to break down that beautiful door!


“John dear!” said I in the gentlest voice, “the key is down
by the front steps, under a plantain leaf!”


That silenced him for a few moments.


Then he said—very quietly indeed, “Open the door, my
darling!”


“I can’t,” said I. “The key is down by the front door under
a plantain leaf!”


And then I said it again, several times, very gently and
slowly, and said it so often that he had to go and see, and he got it, of
course, and came in. He stopped short by the door.


“What is the matter?” he cried. “For God’s sake, what are
you doing!”


I kept on creeping just the same, but I looked at him over
my shoulder.


“I’ve got out at last,” said I, “in spite of you and Jane!
And I’ve pulled off most of the paper, so you can’t put me back!”


Now why should that man have fainted? But he did, and right
across my path by the wall, so that I had to creep over him every time!





End.
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The buying of orchids always has in
it a certain speculative flavour. You have before you the brown shrivelled lump
of tissue, and for the rest you must trust your judgment, or the auctioneer, or
your good luck, as your taste may incline. The plant may be moribund or dead,
or it may be just a respectable purchase, fair value for your money, or
perhaps--for the thing has happened again and again--there slowly unfolds
before the delighted eyes of the happy purchaser, day after day, some new
variety, some novel richness, a strange twist of the labellum, or some subtler
colouration or unexpected mimicry. Pride, beauty, and profit blossom together
on one delicate green spike, and, it may be, even immortality. For the new
miracle of nature may stand in need of a new specific name, and what so
convenient as that of its discoverer? "John-smithia"! There have been
worse names.


It was perhaps the hope of some such happy discovery that
made Winter Wedderburn such a frequent attendant at these sales--that hope, and
also, maybe, the fact that he had nothing else of the slightest interest to do
in the world. He was a shy, lonely, rather ineffectual man, provided with just
enough income to keep off the spur of necessity, and not enough nervous energy
to make him seek any exacting employments. He might have collected stamps or
coins, or translated Horace, or bound books, or invented new species of
diatoms. But, as it happened, he grew orchids, and had one ambitious little
hothouse.


"I have a fancy," he said over his coffee,
"that something is going to happen to me to-day." He spoke--as he
moved and thought--slowly.


"Oh, don't say that!" said his
housekeeper--who was also his remote cousin. For "something
happening" was a euphemism that meant only one thing to her.


"You misunderstand me. I mean nothing unpleasant...
though what I do mean I scarcely know.


"To-day," he continued, after a pause,
"Peters' are going to sell a batch of plants from the Andamans and the
Indies. I shall go up and see what they have. It may be I shall buy something
good unawares. That may be it."


He passed his cup for his second cupful of coffee.


"Are these the things collected by that poor young
fellow you told me of the other day?" asked his cousin, as she filled his
cup.


"Yes," he said, and became meditative over a piece
of toast.


"Nothing ever does happen to me," he remarked
presently, beginning to think aloud. "I wonder why? Things enough happen
to other people. There is Harvey. Only the other week; on Monday he picked up
sixpence, on Wednesday his chicks all had the staggers, on Friday his cousin
came home from Australia, and on Saturday he broke his ankle. What a whirl of
excitement!--compared to me."


"I think I would rather be without so much
excitement," said his housekeeper. "It can't be good for you."


"I suppose it's troublesome. Still... you see, nothing
ever happens to me. When I was a little boy I never had accidents. I never fell
in love as I grew up. Never married... I wonder how it feels to have something
happen to you, something really remarkable.


"That orchid-collector was only thirty-six--twenty
years younger than myself--when he died. And he had been married twice and
divorced once; he had had malarial fever four times, and once he broke his
thigh. He killed a Malay once, and once he was wounded by a poisoned dart. And
in the end he was killed by jungle-leeches. It must have all been very
troublesome, but then it must have been very interesting, you know--except,
perhaps, the leeches."


"I am sure it was not good for him," said the lady
with conviction.


"Perhaps not." And then Wedderburn looked at his
watch. "Twenty-three minutes past eight. I am going up by the quarter to
twelve train, so that there is plenty of time. I think I shall wear my alpaca
jacket--it is quite warm enough--and my grey felt hat and brown shoes. I
suppose--"


He glanced out of the window at the serene sky and sunlit
garden, and then nervously at his cousin's face.


"I think you had better take an umbrella if you are
going to London," she said in a voice that admitted of no denial.
"There's all between here and the station coming back."


When he returned he was in a state of mild excitement. He
had made a purchase. It was rare that he could make up his mind quickly enough
to buy, but this time he had done so.


"There are Vandas," he said, "and a Dendrobe
and some Palaeonophis." He surveyed his purchases lovingly as he consumed
his soup. They were laid out on the spotless tablecloth before him, and he was
telling his cousin all about them as he slowly meandered through his dinner. It
was his custom to live all his visits to London over again in the evening for
her and his own entertainment.


"I knew something would happen to-day. And I have
bought all these. Some of them--some of them--I feel sure, do you know, that
some of them will be remarkable. I don't know how it is, but I feel just as
sure as if someone had told me that some of these will turn out remarkable.


"That one "--he pointed to a shrivelled
rhizome--"was not identified. It may be a Palaeonophis--or it may not. It
may be a new species, or even a new genus. And it was the last that poor Batten
ever collected."


"I don't like the look of it," said his
housekeeper. "It's such an ugly shape."


"To me it scarcely seems to have a shape."


"I don't like those things that stick out," said
his housekeeper.


"It shall be put away in a pot to-morrow."


"It looks," said the housekeeper, "like a
spider shamming dead."


Wedderburn smiled and surveyed the root with his head on one
side. "It is certainly not a pretty lump of stuff. But you can never judge
of these things from their dry appearance. It may turn out to be a very
beautiful orchid indeed. How busy I shall be to-morrow! I must see to-night
just exactly what to do with these things, and to-morrow I shall set to
work."


"They found poor Batten lying dead, or dying, in a
mangrove swamp—I forget which," he began again presently, "with one
of these very orchids crushed up under his body. He had been unwell for some
days with some kind of native fever, and I suppose he fainted. These mangrove
swamps are very unwholesome. Every drop of blood, they say, was taken out of
him by the jungle-leeches. It may be that very plant that cost him his life to
obtain."


"I think none the better of it for that."


"Men must work though women may weep," said Wedderburn
with profound gravity.


"Fancy dying away from every comfort in a nasty swamp!
Fancy being ill of fever with nothing to take but chlorodyne and quinine--if
men were left to themselves they would live on chlorodyne and quinine--and no
one round you but horrible natives! They say the Andaman islanders are most
disgusting wretches--and, anyhow, they can scarcely make good nurses, not
having the necessary training. And just for people in England to have
orchids!"


"I don't suppose it was comfortable, but some men seem
to enjoy that kind of thing," said Wedderburn. "Anyhow, the natives
of his party were sufficiently civilised to take care of all his collection
until his colleague, who was an ornithologist, came back again from the
interior; though they could not tell the species of the orchid, and had let it
wither. And it makes these things more interesting."


"It makes them disgusting. I should be afraid of some
of the malaria clinging to them. And just think, there has been a dead body
lying across that ugly thing! I never thought of that before. There! I declare
I cannot eat another mouthful of dinner."


"I will take them off the table if you like, and put
them in the window-seat. I can see them just as well there."


The next few days he was indeed singularly busy in his
steamy little hothouse, fussing about with charcoal, lumps of teak, moss, and
all the other mysteries of the orchid cultivator. He considered he was having a
wonderfully eventful time. In the evening he would talk about these new orchids
to his friends, and over and over again he reverted to his expectation of
something strange.


Several of the Vandas and the Dendrobium died under his
care, but presently the strange orchid began to show signs of life. He was
delighted, and took his housekeeper right away from jam-making to see it at
once, directly he made the discovery.


"That is a bud," he said, "and presently
there will be a lot of leaves there, and those little things coming out here
are aerial rootlets."


"They look to me like little white fingers poking out
of the brown," said his housekeeper. "I don't like them."


"Why not?"


"I don't know. They look like fingers trying to get at
you. I can't help my likes and dislikes."


"I don't know for certain, but I don't think
there are any orchids I know that have aerial rootlets quite like that. It may
be my fancy, of course. You see they are a little flattened at the ends."


"I don't like 'em," said his housekeeper, suddenly
shivering and turning away. "I know it's very silly of me--and I'm very
sorry, particularly as you like the thing so much. But I can't help thinking of
that corpse."


"But it may not be that particular plant. That was
merely a guess of mine."


His housekeeper shrugged her shoulders. "Anyhow I don't
like it," she said.


Wedderburn felt a little hurt at her dislike to the plant.
But that did not prevent his talking to her about orchids generally, and this
orchid in particular, whenever he felt inclined.


"There are such queer things about orchids," he
said one day; "such possibilities of surprises. You know, Darwin studied
their fertilisation, and showed that the whole structure of an ordinary orchid
flower was contrived in order that moths might carry the pollen from plant to
plant. Well, it seems that there are lots of orchids known the flower of which
cannot possibly be used for fertilisation in that way. Some of the
Cypripediums, for instance; there are no insects known that can possibly
fertilise them, and some of them have never been found with seed."


"But how do they form new plants?"


"By runners and tubers, and that kind of outgrowth.
That is easily explained. The puzzle is, what are the flowers for?


"Very likely," he added. “My orchid may be
something extraordinary in that way. If so, I shall study it. I have often
thought of making researches as Darwin did. But hitherto I have not found the
time, or something else has happened to prevent it. The leaves are beginning to
unfold now. I do wish you would come and see them!"


But she said that the orchid-house was so hot it gave her
the headache. She had seen the plant once again, and the aerial rootlets, which
were now some of them more than a foot long, had unfortunately reminded her of
tentacles reaching out after something; and they got into her dreams, growing
after her with incredible rapidity. So that she had settled to her entire
satisfaction that she would not see that plant again, and Wedderburn had to
admire its leaves alone. They were of the ordinary broad form, and a deep
glossy green, with splashes and dots of deep red towards the base He knew of no
other leaves quite like them. The plant was placed on a low bench near the
thermometer, and close by was a simple arrangement by which a tap dripped on
the hot-water pipes and kept the air steamy. And he spent his afternoons now with
some regularity meditating on the approaching flowering of this strange plant.


And at last the great thing happened. Directly he entered
the little glass house he knew that the spike had burst out, although his great
Paloeonophis Lowii hid the corner where his new darling stood. There was
a new odour in the air, a rich, intensely sweet scent, that overpowered every
other in that crowded, steaming little greenhouse. Directly he noticed this he
hurried down to the strange orchid. And, behold! the trailing green spikes bore
now three great splashes of blossom, from which this overpowering sweetness
proceeded. He stopped before them in an ecstasy of admiration.


The flowers were white, with streaks of golden orange upon
the petals; the heavy labellum was coiled into an intricate projection, and a
wonderful bluish purple mingled there with the gold. He could see at once that
the genus was altogether a new one. And the insufferable scent! How hot the
place was! The blossoms swam before his eyes.


He would see if the temperature was right. He made a step
towards the thermometer. Suddenly everything appeared unsteady. The bricks on
the floor were dancing up and down. Then the white blossoms, the green leaves
behind them, the whole greenhouse, seemed to sweep sideways, and then in a
curve upward.
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At half-past four his cousin made
the tea, according to their invariable custom. But Wedderburn did not come in
for his tea.


"He is worshipping that horrid orchid," she told
herself, and waited ten minutes. "His watch must have stopped. I will go
and call him."


She went straight to the hothouse, and, opening the door,
called his name. There was no reply. She noticed that the air was very close,
and loaded with an intense perfume. Then she saw something lying on the bricks
between the hot-water pipes.


For a minute, perhaps, she stood motionless.


He was lying, face upward, at the foot of the strange
orchid. The tentacle-like aerial rootlets no longer swayed freely in the air,
but were crowded together, a tangle of grey ropes, and stretched tight, with
their ends closely applied to his chin and neck and hands.


She did not understand. Then she saw from under one of the
exultant tentacles upon his cheek there trickled a little thread of blood.


With an inarticulate cry she ran towards him, and tried to
pull him away from the leech-like suckers. She snapped two of these tentacles,
and their sap dripped red.


Then the overpowering scent of the blossom began to make her
head reel.


How they clung to him! She tore at the tough ropes, and he
and the white inflorescence swam about her. She felt she was fainting, knew she
must not. She left him and hastily opened the nearest door, and, after she had
panted for a moment in the fresh air, she had a brilliant inspiration. She
caught up a flower-pot and smashed in the windows at the end of the greenhouse.
Then she re-entered. She tugged now with renewed strength at Wedderburn's
motionless body, and brought the strange orchid crashing to the floor. It still
clung with the grimmest tenacity to its victim. In a frenzy, she lugged it and
him into the open air.


Then she thought of tearing through the sucker rootlets one
by one, and in another minute she had released him and was dragging him away
from the horror.


He was white and bleeding from a dozen circular patches.


The odd-job man was coming up the garden, amazed at the
smashing of glass, and saw her emerge, hauling the inanimate body with
red-stained hands. For a moment he thought impossible things.


"Bring some water!" she cried, and her voice
dispelled his fancies. When, with unnatural alacrity, he returned with the
water, he found her weeping with excitement, and with Wedderburn's head upon
her knee, wiping the blood from his face.


"What's the matter?" said Wedderburn, opening his
eyes feebly, and closing them again at once.


"Go and tell Annie to come out here to me, and then go
for Dr. Haddon at once," she said to the odd-job man so soon as he brought
the water; and added, seeing he hesitated, "I will tell you all about it
when you come back."


Presently Wedderburn opened his eyes again, and, seeing that
he was troubled by the puzzle of his position, she explained to him, "You
fainted in the hothouse."


"And the orchid?"


"I will see to that," she said.


Wedderburn had lost a good deal of blood, but beyond that he
had suffered no very great injury. They gave him brandy mixed with some pink
extract of meat, and carried him upstairs to bed. His housekeeper told her
incredible story in fragments to Dr. Haddon. "Come to the orchid-house and
see," she said.


The cold outer air was blowing in through the open door, and
the sickly perfume was almost dispelled. Most of the torn aerial rootlets lay
already withered amidst a number of dark stains upon the bricks. The stem of
the inflorescence was broken by the fall of the plant, and the flowers were
growing limp and brown at the edges of the petals. The doctor stooped towards
it, then saw that one of the aerial rootlets still stirred feebly, and
hesitated.


The next morning the strange orchid still lay there, black
now and putrescent. The door banged intermittently in the morning breeze, and
all the array of Wedderburn's orchids was shrivelled and prostrate. But
Wedderburn himself was bright and garrulous upstairs in the glory of his
strange adventure.





End.
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The circumstances
I am about to relate to you have truth to recommend them. They happened to
myself, and my recollection of them is as vivid as if they had taken place only
yesterday. Twenty years, however, have gone by since that night. During those
twenty years I have told the story to but one other person. I tell it now with
a reluctance which I find it difficult to overcome. All I entreat, meanwhile,
is that you will abstain from forcing your own conclusions upon me. I want
nothing explained away. I desire no arguments. My mind on this subject is quite
made up, and, having the testimony of my own senses to rely upon, I prefer to
abide by it.


Well! It was just
twenty years ago, and within a day or two of the end of the grouse season. I
had been out all day with my gun, and had had no sport to speak of. The wind
was due east; the month, December; the place, a bleak wide moor in the far
north of England. And I had lost my way. It was not a pleasant place in which
to lose one's way, with the first feathery flakes of a coming snowstorm just
fluttering down upon the heather, and the leaden evening closing in all around.
I shaded my eyes with my hand, and staled anxiously into the gathering
darkness, where the purple moorland melted into a range of low hills, some ten
or twelve miles distant. Not the faintest smoke-wreath, not the tiniest
cultivated patch, or fence, or sheep-track, met my eyes in any direction. There
was nothing for it but to walk on, and take my chance of finding what shelter I
could, by the way. So I shouldered my gun again, and pushed wearily forward;
for I had been on foot since an hour after daybreak, and had eaten nothing
since breakfast.


Meanwhile, the snow
began to come down with ominous steadiness, and the wind fell. After this, the
cold became more intense, and the night came rapidly up. As for me, my
prospects darkened with the darkening sky, and my heart grew heavy as I thought
how my young wife was already watching for me through the window of our little
inn parlour, and thought of all the suffering in store for her throughout this
weary night. We had been married four months, and, having spent our autumn in
the Highlands, were now lodging in a remote little village situated just on the
verge of the great English moorlands. We were very much in love, and, of
course, very happy. This morning, when we parted, she had implored me to return
before dusk, and I had promised her that I would. What would I not have given
to have kept my word!


Even now, weary as I
was, I felt that with a supper, an hour's rest, and a guide, I might still get
back to her before midnight, if only guide and shelter could be found.


And all this time,
the snow fell and the night thickened. I stopped and shouted every now and
then, but my shouts seemed only to make the silence deeper. Then a vague sense
of uneasiness came upon me, and I began to remember stories of travellers who
had walked on and on in the falling snow until, wearied out, they were fain to
lie down and sleep their lives away. Would it be possible, I asked myself, to
keep on thus through all the long dark night? Would there not come a time when
my limbs must fail, and my resolution give way? When I, too, must sleep the
sleep of death. Death! I shuddered. How hard to die just now, when life lay all
so bright before me! How hard for my darling, whose whole loving heart but that
thought was not to be borne! To banish it, I shouted again, louder and longer,
and then listened eagerly. Was my shout answered, or did I only fancy that I
heard a far-off cry? I halloed again, and again the echo followed. Then a
wavering speck of light came suddenly out of the dark, shifting, disappearing,
growing momentarily nearer and brighter. Running towards it at full speed, I
found myself, to my great joy, face to face with an old man and a lantern.


"Thank
God!" was the exclamation that burst involuntarily from my lips.


Blinking and
frowning, he lifted his lantern and peered into my face.


"What
for?" growled he, sulkily.


"Well -- for
you. I began to fear I should be lost in the snow."


"Eh, then,
folks do get cast away hereabouts fra' time to time, an' what's to hinder you
from bein' cast away likewise, if the Lord's so minded?"


"If the Lord is
so minded that you and I shall be lost together, friend, we must submit,"
I replied; "but I don't mean to be lost without you. How far am I now from
Dwolding?"


"A gude twenty
mile, more or less."


"And the
nearest village?"


"The nearest
village is Wyke, an' that's twelve mile t'other side."


"Where do you
live, then?"


"Out
yonder," said he, with a vague jerk of the lantern.


"You're going
home, I presume?"


"Maybe I
am."


"Then I'm going
with you."


The old man shook
his head, and rubbed his nose reflectively with the handle of the lantern.


"It ain't o' no
use," growled he. "He 'ont let you in -- not he."


"We'll see
about that," I replied, briskly. "Who is He?"


"The
master."


"Who is the
master?"


"That's nowt to
you," was the unceremonious reply.


"Well, well;
you lead the way, and I'll engage that the master shall give me shelter and a
supper to-night."


"Eh, you can
try him!" muttered my reluctant guide; and, still shaking his head, he
hobbled, gnome-like, away through the falling snow. A large mass loomed up
presently out of the darkness, and a huge dog rushed out, barking furiously.


"Is this the
house?" I asked.


"Ay, it's the
house. Down, Bey!" And he fumbled in his pocket for the key.


I drew up close
behind him, prepared to lose no chance of entrance, and saw in the little
circle of light shed by the lantern that the door was heavily studded with iron
nails, like the door of a prison. In another minute he had turned the key and I
had pushed past him into the house.


Once inside, I
looked round with curiosity, and found myself in a great raftered hall, which
served, apparently, a variety of uses. One end was piled to the roof with corn,
like a barn. The other was stored with flour-sacks, agricultural implements,
casks, and all kinds of miscellaneous lumber; while from the beams overhead
hung rows of hams, flitches, and bunches of dried herbs for winter use. In the
centre of the floor stood some huge object gauntly dressed in a dingy
wrapping-cloth, and reaching half way to the rafters. Lifting a corner of this
cloth, I saw, to my surprise, a telescope of very considerable size, mounted on
a rude movable platform, with four small wheels. The tube was made of painted
wood, bound round with bands of metal rudely fashioned; the speculum, so far as
I could estimate its size in the dim light, measured at least fifteen inches in
diameter. While I was yet examining the instrument, and asking myself whether
it was not the work of some self-taught optician, a bell rang sharply.


"That's for
you," said my guide, with a malicious grin. "Yonder's his room."


He pointed to a low
black door at the opposite side of the hall. I crossed over, rapped somewhat
loudly, and went in, without waiting for an invitation. A huge, white-haired
old man rose from a table covered with books and papers, and confronted me
sternly.


"Who are
you?" said he. "How came you here? What do you want?"


"James Murray,
barrister-at-law. On foot across the moor. Meat, drink, and sleep."


He bent his bushy
brows into a portentous frown.


"Mine is not a
house of entertainment," he said, haughtily. "Jacob, how dared you
admit this stranger?"


"I didn't admit
him," grumbled the old man. "He followed me over the muir, and
shouldered his way in before me. I'm no match for six foot two."


"And pray, sir,
by what right have you forced an entrance into my house?"


"The same by
which I should have clung to your boat, if I were drowning. The right of
self-preservation."


"Self-preservation?"


"There's an
inch of snow on the ground already," I replied, briefly; "and it
would be deep enough to cover my body before daybreak."


He strode to the
window, pulled aside a heavy black curtain, and looked out.


"It is
true," he said. "You can stay, if you choose, till morning. Jacob,
serve the supper."


With this he waved
me to a seat, resumed his own, and became at once absorbed in the studies from
which I had disturbed him.


I placed my gun in a
corner, drew a chair to the hearth, and examined my quarters at leisure.
Smaller and less incongruous in its arrangements than the hall, this room
contained, nevertheless, much to awaken my curiosity. The floor was carpetless.
The whitewashed walls were in parts scrawled over with strange diagrams, and in
others covered with shelves crowded with philosophical instruments, the uses of
many of which were unknown to me. On one side of the fireplace, stood a
bookcase filled with dingy folios; on the other, a small organ, fantastically
decorated with painted carvings of medieval saints and devils. Through the
half-opened door of a cupboard at the further end of the room, I saw a long
array of geological specimens, surgical preparations, crucibles, retorts, and
jars of chemicals; while on the mantelshelf beside me, amid a number of small
objects, stood a model of the solar system, a small galvanic battery, and a
microscope. Every chair had its burden. Every corner was heaped high with
books. The very floor was littered over with maps, casts, papers, tracings, and
learned lumber of all conceivable kinds.


I stared about me
with an amazement increased by every fresh object upon which my eyes chanced to
rest. So strange a room I had never seen; yet seemed it stranger still, to find
such a room in a lone farmhouse amid those wild and solitary moors! Over and
over again, I looked from my host to his surroundings, and from his
surroundings back to my host, asking myself who and what he could be? His head
was singularly fine; but it was more the head of a poet than of a philosopher.
Broad in the temples, prominent over the eyes, and clothed with a rough
profusion of perfectly white hair, it had all the ideality and much of the
ruggedness that characterises the head of Louis von Beethoven. There were the
same deep lines about the mouth, and the same stern furrows in the brow. There
was the same concentration of expression. While I was yet observing him, the
door opened, and Jacob brought in the supper. His master then closed his book,
rose, and with more courtesy of manner than he had yet shown, invited me to the
table.


A dish of ham and
eggs, a loaf of brown bread, and a bottle of admirable sherry, were placed
before me.


"I have but the
homeliest farmhouse fare to offer you, sir," said my entertainer.
"Your appetite, I trust, will make up for the deficiencies of our
larder."


I had already fallen
upon the viands, and now protested, with the enthusiasm of a starving
sportsman, that I had never eaten anything so delicious.


He bowed stiffly,
and sat down to his own supper, which consisted, primitively, of a jug of milk
and a basin of porridge. We ate in silence, and, when we had done, Jacob
removed the tray. I then drew my chair back to the fireside. My host, somewhat
to my surprise, did the same, and turning abruptly towards me, said:


"Sir, I have
lived here in strict retirement for three-and-twenty years. During that time, I
have not seen as many strange faces, and I have not read a single newspaper.
You are the first stranger who has crossed my threshold for more than four
years. Will you favour me with a few words of information respecting that outer
world from which I have parted company so long?"


"Pray
interrogate me," I replied. "I am heartily at your service."


He bent his head in
acknowledgment; leaned forward, with his elbows resting on his knees and his
chin supported in the palms of his hands; stared fixedly into the fire; and
proceeded to question me.


His inquiries
related chiefly to scientific matters, with the later progress of which, as
applied to the practical purposes of life, he was almost wholly unacquainted.
No student of science myself, I replied as well as my slight information
permitted; but the task was far from easy, and I was much relieved when, passing
from interrogation to discussion, he began pouring forth his own conclusions
upon the facts which I had been attempting to place before him. He talked, and
I listened spellbound. He talked till I believe he almost forgot my presence,
and only thought aloud. I had never heard anything like it then; I have never
heard anything like it since. Familiar with all systems of all philosophies,
subtle in analysis, bold in generalisation, he poured forth his thoughts in an
uninterrupted stream, and, still leaning forward in the same moody attitude
with his eyes fixed upon the fire, wandered from topic to topic, from
speculation to speculation, like an inspired dreamer. From practical science to
mental philosophy; from electricity in the wire to electricity in the nerve;
from Watts to Mesmer, from Mesmer to Reichenbach, from Reichenbach to
Swedenborg, Spinoza, Condillac, Descartes, Berkeley, Aristotle, Plato, and the
Magi and mystics of the East, were transitions which, however bewildering in
their variety and scope, seemed easy and harmonious upon his lips as sequences
in music. By-and-by -- I forget now by what link of conjecture or illustration
-- he passed on to that field which lies beyond the boundary line of even
conjectural philosophy, and reaches no man knows whither. He spoke of the soul
and its aspirations; of the spirit and its powers; of second sight; of
prophecy; of those phenomena which, under the names of ghosts, spectres, and
supernatural appearances, have been denied by the sceptics and attested by the
credulous, of all ages.


"The
world," he said, "grows hourly more and more sceptical of all that
lies beyond its own narrow radius; and our men of science foster the fatal
tendency. They condemn as fable all that resists experiment. They reject as
false all that cannot be brought to the test of the laboratory or the
dissecting-room. Against what superstition have they waged so long and
obstinate a war, as against the belief in apparitions? And yet what
superstition has maintained its hold upon the minds of men so long and so
firmly? Show me any fact in physics, in history, in archæology, which is
supported by testimony so wide and so various. Attested by all races of men, in
all ages, and in all climates, by the soberest sages of antiquity, by the rudest
savage of to-day, by the Christian, the Pagan, the Pantheist, the Materialist,
this phenomenon is treated as a nursery tale by the philosophers of our
century. Circumstantial evidence weighs with them as a feather in the balance.
The comparison of causes with effects, however valuable in physical science, is
put aside as worthless and unreliable. The evidence of competent witnesses,
however conclusive in a court of justice, counts for nothing. He who pauses
before he pronounces, is condemned as a trifler. He who believes, is a dreamer
or a fool."


He spoke with
bitterness, and, having said thus, relapsed for some minutes into silence.
Presently he raised his head from his hands, and added, with an altered voice
and manner, "I, sir, paused, investigated, believed, and was not ashamed
to state my convictions to the world. I, too, was branded as a visionary, held
up to ridicule by my contemporaries, and hooted from that field of science in
which I had laboured with honour during all the best years of my life. These
things happened just three-and-twenty years ago. Since then, I have lived as
you see me living now, and the world has forgotten me, as I have forgotten the
world. You have my history."


"It is a very
sad one," I murmured, scarcely knowing what to answer.


"It is a very
common one," he replied. "I have only suffered for the truth, as many
a better and wiser man has suffered before me."


He rose, as if
desirous of ending the conversation, and went over to the window.


"It has ceased
snowing," he observed, as he dropped the curtain, and came back to the
fireside.


"Ceased!"
I exclaimed, starting eagerly to my feet. "Oh, if it were only possible --
but no! it is hopeless. Even if I could find my way across the moor, I could
not walk twenty miles to-night."


"Walk twenty
miles to-night!" repeated my host. "What are you thinking of?"


"Of my
wife," I replied, impatiently. "Of my young wife, who does not know
that I have lost my way, and who is at this moment breaking her heart with
suspense and terror."


"Where is
she?"


"At Dwolding,
twenty miles away."


"At
Dwolding," he echoed, thoughtfully. "Yes, the distance, it is true,
is twenty miles; but -- are you so very anxious to save the next six or eight
hours?"


"So very, very
anxious, that I would give ten guineas at this moment for a guide and a
horse."


"Your wish can
be gratified at a less costly rate," said he, smiling. "The night
mail from the north, which changes horses at Dwolding, passes within five miles
of this spot, and will be due at a certain cross-road in about an hour and a
quarter. If Jacob were to go with you across the moor, and put you into the old
coach-road, you could find your way, I suppose, to where it joins the new
one?"


"Easily --
gladly."


He smiled again,
rang the bell, gave the old servant his directions, and, taking a bottle of
whisky and a wineglass from the cupboard in which he kept his chemicals, said:


"The snow lies
deep, and it will be difficult walking to-night on the moor. A glass of
usquebaugh before you start?"


I would have
declined the spirit, but he pressed it on me, and I drank it. It went down my
throat like liquid flame, and almost took my breath away.


"It is
strong," he said; "but it will help to keep out the cold. And now you
have no moments to spare. Good night!"


I thanked him for his
hospitality, and would have shaken hands, but that he had turned away before I
could finish my sentence. In another minute I had traversed the hall, Jacob had
locked the outer door behind me, and we were out on the wide white moor.


Although the wind
had fallen, it was still bitterly cold. Not a star glimmered in the black vault
overhead. Not a sound, save the rapid crunching of the snow beneath our feet,
disturbed the heavy stillness of the night. Jacob, not too well pleased with
his mission, shambled on before in sullen silence, his lantern in his hand, and
his shadow at his feet. I followed, with my gun over my shoulder, as little
inclined for conversation as himself. My thoughts were full of my late host.
His voice yet rang in my ears. His eloquence yet held my imagination captive. I
remember to this day, with surprise, how my over-excited brain retained whole
sentences and parts of sentences, troops of brilliant images, and fragments of
splendid reasoning, in the very words in which he had uttered them. Musing thus
over what I had heard, and striving to recall a lost link here and there, I
strode on at the heels of my guide, absorbed and unobservant. Presently -- at
the end, as it seemed to me, of only a few minutes -- he came to a sudden halt,
and said:


"Yon's your
road. Keep the stone fence to your right hand, and you can't fail of the
way."


"This, then, is
the old coach-road?"


"Ay, 'tis the
old coach-road."


"And how far do
I go, before I reach the cross-roads?"


"Nigh upon
three mile."


I pulled out my purse,
and he became more communicative.


"The road's a
fair road enough," said he, "for foot passengers; but 'twas over
steep and narrow for the northern traffic. You'll mind where the parapet's
broken away, close again the sign-post. It's never been mended since the
accident."


"What
accident?"


"Eh, the night
mail pitched right over into the valley below -- a gude fifty feet an' more --
just at the worst bit o' road in the whole county."


"Horrible! Were
many lives lost?"


"All. Four were
found dead, and t'other two died next morning."


"How long is it
since this happened?"


"Just nine
year."


"Near the
sign-post, you say? I will bear it in mind. Good night."


"Gude night,
sir, and thankee." Jacob pocketed his half-crown, made a faint pretence of
touching his hat, and trudged back by the way he had come.


I watched the light
of his lantern till it quite disappeared, and then turned to pursue my way
alone. This was no longer matter of the slightest difficulty, for, despite the
dead darkness overhead, the line of stone fence showed distinctly enough
against the pale gleam of the snow. How silent it seemed now, with only my
footsteps to listen to; how silent and how solitary! A strange disagreeable
sense of loneliness stole over me. I walked faster. I hummed a fragment of a
tune. I cast up enormous sums in my head, and accumulated them at compound
interest. I did my best, in short, to forget the startling speculations to
which I had but just been listening, and, to some extent, I succeeded.


Meanwhile the night
air seemed to become colder and colder, and though I walked fast I found it
impossible to keep myself warm. My feet were like ice. I lost sensation in my
hands, and grasped my gun mechanically. I even breathed with difficulty, as
though, instead of traversing a quiet north country highway, I were scaling the
uppermost heights of some gigantic Alp. This last symptom became presently so
distressing, that I was forced to stop for a few minutes, and lean against the
stone fence. As I did so, I chanced to look back up the road, and there, to my
infinite relief, I saw a distant point of light, like the gleam of an
approaching lantern. I at first concluded that Jacob had retraced his steps and
followed me; but even as the conjecture presented itself, a second light
flashed into sight -- a light evidently parallel with the first, and
approaching at the same rate of motion. It needed no second thought to show me
that these must be the carriage-lamps of some private vehicle, though it seemed
strange that any private vehicle should take a road professedly disused and
dangerous


There could be no
doubt, however, of the fact, for the lamps grew larger and brighter every
moment, and I even fancied I could already see the dark outline of the carriage
between them. It was coming up very fast, and quite noiselessly, the snow being
nearly a foot deep under the wheels.


And now the body of
the vehicle became distinctly visible behind the lamps. It looked strangely
lofty. A sudden suspicion flashed upon me. Was it possible that I had passed the
cross-roads in the dark without observing the sign-post, and could this be the
very coach which I had come to meet?


No need to ask
myself that question a second time, for here it came round the bend of the
road, guard and driver, one outside passenger, and four steaming greys, all
wrapped in a soft haze of light, through which the lamps blazed out, like a
pair of fiery meteors.


I jumped forward,
waved my hat, and shouted. The mail came down at full speed, and passed me. For
a moment I feared that I had not been seen or heard, but it was only for a
moment. The coachman pulled up; the guard, muffled to the eyes in capes and
comforters, and apparently sound asleep in the rumble, neither answered my hail
nor made the slightest effort to dismount; the outside passenger did not even
turn his head. I opened the door for myself, and looked in. There were but
three travellers inside, so I stepped in, shut the door, slipped into the
vacant corner, and congratulated myself on my good fortune.


The atmosphere of
the coach seemed, if possible, colder than that of the outer air, and was
pervaded by a singularly damp and disagreeable smell. I looked round at my
fellow-passengers. They were all three, men, and all silent. They did not seem
to be asleep, but each leaned back in his corner of the vehicle, as if absorbed
in his own reflections. I attempted to open a conversation.


"How intensely
cold it is to-night," I said, addressing my opposite neighbour.


He lifted his head,
looked at me, but made no reply.


"The
winter," I added, "seems to have begun in earnest."


Although the corner
in which he sat was so dim that I could distinguish none of his features very
clearly, I saw that his eyes were still turned full upon me. And yet he
answered never a word.


At any other time I
should have felt, and perhaps expressed, some annoyance, but at the moment I
felt too ill to do either. The icy coldness of the night air had struck a chill
to my very marrow, and the strange smell inside the coach was affecting me with
an intolerable nausea. I shivered from head to foot, and, turning to my
left-hand neighbour, asked if he had any objection to an open window?


He neither spoke nor
stirred.


I repeated the
question somewhat more loudly, but with the same result. Then I lost patience,
and let the sash down. As I did so, the leather strap broke in my hand, and I
observed that the glass was covered with a thick coat of mildew, the
accumulation, apparently, of years. My attention being thus drawn to the
condition of the coach, I examined it more narrowly, and saw by the uncertain
light of the outer lamps that it was in the last stage of dilapidation. Every
part of it was not only out of repair, but in a condition of decay. The sashes
splintered at a touch. The leather fittings were crusted over with mould, and
literally rotting from the woodwork. The floor was almost breaking away beneath
my feet. The whole machine, in short, was foul with damp, and had evidently
been dragged from some outhouse in which it had been mouldering away for years,
to do another day or two of duty on the road.


I turned to the
third passenger, whom I had not yet addressed, and hazarded one more remark.


"This
coach," I said, "is in a deplorable condition. The regular mail, I
suppose, is under repair?"


He moved his head slowly,
and looked me in the face, without speaking a word. I shall never forget that
look while I live. I turned cold at heart under it. I turn cold at heart even
now when I recall it. His eyes glowed with a fiery unnatural lustre. His face
was livid as the face of a corpse. His bloodless lips were drawn back as if in
the agony of death, and showed the gleaming teeth between.


The words that I was
about to utter died upon my lips, and a strange horror -- a dreadful horror --
came upon me. My sight had by this time become used to the gloom of the coach,
and I could see with tolerable distinctness. I turned to my opposite neighbour.
He, too, was looking at me, with the same startling pallor in his face, and the
same stony glitter in his eyes. I passed my hand across my brow. I turned to
the passenger on the seat beside my own, and saw -- oh Heaven! how shall I
describe what I saw? I saw that he was no living man -- that none of them were
living men, like myself! A pale phosphorescent light -- the light of putrefaction
-- played upon their awful faces; upon their hair, dank with the dews of the
grave; upon their clothes, earth-stained and dropping to pieces; upon their
hands, which were as the hands of corpses long buried. Only their eyes, their
terrible eyes, were living; and those eyes were all turned menacingly upon me!


A shriek of terror,
a wild unintelligible cry for help and mercy; burst from my lips as I flung
myself against the door, and strove in vain to open it.


In that single
instant, brief and vivid as a landscape beheld in the flash of summer
lightning, I saw the moon shining down through a rift of stormy cloud -- the
ghastly sign-post rearing its warning finger by the wayside -- the broken
parapet -- the plunging horses -- the black gulf below. Then, the coach reeled
like a ship at sea. Then, came a mighty crash -- a sense of crushing pain --
and then, darkness.


It seemed as if
years had gone by when I awoke one morning from a deep sleep, and found my wife
watching by my bedside I will pass over the scene that ensued, and give you, in
half a dozen words, the tale she told me with tears of thanksgiving. I had
fallen over a precipice, close against the junction of the old coach-road and
the new, and had only been saved from certain death by lighting upon a deep
snowdrift that had accumulated at the foot of the rock beneath. In this
snowdrift I was discovered at daybreak, by a couple of shepherds, who carried
me to the nearest shelter, and brought a surgeon to my aid. The surgeon found
me in a state of raving delirium, with a broken arm and a compound fracture of
the skull. The letters in my pocket-book showed my name and address; my wife
was summoned to nurse me; and, thanks to youth and a fine constitution, I came
out of danger at last. The place of my fall, I need scarcely say, was precisely
that at which a frightful accident had happened to the north mail nine years
before.


I never told my wife
the fearful events which I have just related to you. I told the surgeon who
attended me; but he treated the whole adventure as a mere dream born of the
fever in my brain. We discussed the question over and over again, until we
found that we could discuss it with temper no longer, and then we dropped it.
Others may form what conclusions they please -- I know that twenty years ago I
was the fourth inside passenger in that Phantom Coach.







End.
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The moving finger writes, and, having writ,

Moves on; nor all your piety nor wit


Shall lure it back to cancel half a
line,

Nor all your tears wash out a word
of it.

-Fitzgerald.





The wild hawk to the wind-swept sky

The deer to the wholesome wold,

And the heart of a man to the heart of a maid,

As it was in the days of old.


-Kipling.






I.




They were doing their work very
badly. They got the rope around his neck, and tied his wrists with moose-bush
withes, but again he fell, sprawling, turning, twisting over the leaves,
tearing up everything around him like a trapped panther.


He got the rope away from them; he clung to it with bleeding
fists; he set his white teeth in it, until the jute strands relaxed,
unravelled, and snapped, gnawed through by his white teeth.


Twice Tully struck him with a gum hook. The dull blows fell
on flesh rigid as stone.


Panting, foul with forest mould and rotten leaves, hands and
face smeared with blood, he sat up on the ground, glaring at the circle of men
around him.


"Shoot him!" gasped Tully, dashing thesweat
from his bronzed brow; and Bates, breathing heavily, sat down on a log and
dragged a revolver from his rear pocket. The man on the ground watched him;
there was froth in the corners of his mouth.


"Git back!" whispered Bates, but his voice and
hand trembled. "Kent," he stammered, "won't ye hang?"


The man on the ground glared.


"Ye've got to die, Kent," he urged; "they all
say so. Ask Lefty Sawyer; ask Dyce; ask Carrots.—He's got to swing fur it—ain't
he, Tully?—Kent, fur God's sake, swing fur these here gents!"


The man on the ground panted; his bright eyes never moved.


After a moment Tully sprang on him again. There was a flurry
of leaves, a crackle, a gasp and a grunt, then the thumping and thrashing of
two bodies writhing in the brush. Dyce and Carrots jumped on the prostrate men.
Lefty Sawyer caught the rope again, but the jute strands gave way and he
stumbled. Tully began to scream, "He's chokin me!" Dyce staggered out
into the open, moaning over a broken wrist.


"Shoot!" shouted Lefty Sawyer, and dragged Tully
aside. "Shoot, Jim Bates! Shoot straight, b'God!"


"Git back!" gasped Bates, rising from the fallen
log.


The crowd parted right and left; a quick report rang
out—another—another. Then from the whirl of smoke a tall form staggered,
dealing blows—blows that sounded sharp as the crack of a whip.


"He's off! Shoot straight!" they cried.


There was a gallop of heavy boots in the woods. Bates, faint
and dazed, turned his head.


"Shoot!" shrieked Tully.


But Bates was sick; his smoking revolver fell to the ground;
his white face and pale eyes contracted. It lasted only a moment; he started
after the others, plunging, wallowing through thickets of osier and hemlock
underbrush.


Far ahead he heard Kent crashing on like a young moose in
November, and he knew he was making for the shore. The others knew too. Already
the gray gleam of the sea cut a straight line along the forest edge; already
the soft clash of the surf on the rocks broke faintly through the forest
silence.


"He's got a canoe there!" bawled Tully.
"He'll be into it!"


And he was into it, kneeling in the bow, driving his paddle
to the handle. The rising sun gleamed like red lightning on the flashing blade;
the canoe shot to the crest of a wave, hung, bows dripping in the wind, dropped
into the depths, glided, tipped, rolled, shot up again, staggered, and plunged
on.


Tully ran straight out into the cove surf; the water broke
against his chest, bare and wet with sweat. Bates sat down on a worn black rock
and watched the canoe listlessly.


The canoe dwindled to a speck of gray and silver; and when
Carrots, who had run back to the gum camp for a rifle, returned, the speck on
the water might have been easier to hit than a loon's head at twilight. So
Carrots, being thrifty by nature, fired once, and was satisfied to save the
other cartridges. The canoe was still visible, making for the open sea. Some
where beyond the horizon lay the keys, a string of rocks bare as skulls, black
and slimy where the sea cut their base, white on the crests with the excrement
of sea birds.


"He's makin' fur the Key to Grief!" whispered
Bates to Dyce.


Dyce, moaning, and nursing his broken wrist, turned a sick
face out to sea.


The last rock seaward was the Key to Grief, a splintered
pinnacle polished by the sea. From the Key to Grief, seaward a day's paddle, if
a man dared, lay the long wooded island in the ocean known as Grief on the
charts of the bleak coast.


In the history of the coast, two men had made the voyage to
the Key to Grief, and from there to the island. One of these was a rum-crazed
pelt hunter, who lived to come back; the other was a college youth; they found
hisbattered canoe at sea, and a day later his battered body was flung up
in the cove.


So, when Bates whispered to Dyce, and when Dyce called to
the others, they knew that the end was not far off for Kent and his canoe; and
they turned away into the forest, sullen, but satisfied that Kent would get his
dues when the devil got his.


Lefty spoke vaguely of the wages of sin. Carrots, with an
eye to thrift, suggested a plan for an equitable division of Kent's property.


When they reached the gum camp they piled Kent's personal
effects on a blanket.


Carrots took the inventory: a revolver, two gum hooks, a fur
cap, a nickel-plated watch, a pipe, a pack of new cards, a gum sack, forty
pounds of spruce gum, and a frying pan.


Carrots shuffled the cards, picked out the joker, and
flipped it pensively into the fire. Then he dealt cold decks all around.


When the goods and chattels of their late companion had been
divided by chance—for there was no chance to cheat—somebody remembered Tully.


"He's down there on the coast, starin' after the
canoe," said Bates huskily.


He rose and walked toward a heap on the ground covered by a
blanket. He started to lift the blanket, hesitated, and finally turned away.
Under the blanket lay Tully's brother, shot the night before by Kent.


"Guess we'd better wait till Tully comes," said
Carrots uneasily. Bates and Kent had been campmates. An hour later Tully walked
into camp.


He spoke to no one that day. In the morning Bates found him
down on the coast digging, and said: "Hello, Tully! Guess we ain't much
hell on lynchin!"


"Naw," said Tully. "Git a spade."


"Goin' to plant him there?"


"Yep."


"Where he kin hear them waves?"


"Yep."


"Purty spot."


"Yep."


"Which way will he face?"


"Where he kin watch fur that damned canoe!" cried
Tully fiercely.


"He—he can't see," ventured Bates uneasily.
"He's dead, ain't he?"


"He'll heave up that there sand when the canoe comes
back! An it's a-comin! An' Bud Kent'll be in it, dead or alive! Git a
spade!"


The pale light of superstition nickered in Bates's eyes. He
hesitated.


"The—the dead can't see," he began; "kin
they?"


Tully turned a distorted face toward him.


"Yer lie!" he roared. "My brother kin see,
dead or livin'! An he'll see the hangin'of Bud Kent! An' he'll git up
outer the grave fur to see it, Bill Bates! I'm tellin' ye! I'm tellin' ye! Deep
as I'll plant him, he'll heave that there sand and call to me, when the canoe
comes in! I'll hear him; I'll be here! An we'll live to see the hangin' of Bud
Kent!"


Ahout sundown they planted Tully's brother, face to the sea.





II.


On the Key to Grief the green waves
rub all day. White at the summit, black at the base, the shafted rocks rear
splintered pinnacles, slanting like channel buoys. On the polished pillars sea
birds brood white-winged, bright-eyed sea birds, that nestle and preen and flap
and clatter their orange-coloured beaks when the sifted spray drives and drifts
across the reef.


As the sun rose, painting crimson streaks criss-cross over
the waters, the sea birds sidled together, huddling row on row, steeped in
downy drowse.


Where the sun of noon burnished the sea, an opal wave
washed, listless, noiseless; a sea bird stretched one listless wing.


And into the silence of the waters a canoe glided, bronzed
by the sunlight, jewelled by the salt drops stringing from prow to thwart, sea
weed a-trail in the diamond-flashing wake, and in the bow a man dripping with
sweat.


Up rose the gulls, sweeping in circles, turning, turning
over rock and sea, and their clamour filled the sky, starting little rippling
echoes among the rocks.


The canoe grated on a shelf of ebony; the seaweed rocked and
washed; the little sea crabs sheered sideways, down, down into limpid depths of
greenest shadows. Such was the coming of Bud Kent to the Key to Grief.


He drew the canoe halfway up the shelf of rock and sat down,
breathing heavily, one brown arm across the bow. For an hour he sat there. The
sweat dried under his eyes. The sea birds came back, filling the air with soft
querulous notes.


There was a livid mark around his neck, a red, raw circle.
The salt wind stung it; the sun burned it into his flesh like a collar of
red-hot steel. He touched it at times; once he washed it with cold salt water.


Far in the north a curtain of mist hung on the sea, dense,
motionless as the fog on the Grand Banks. He never moved his eyes from it; he
knew what it was. Behind it lay the Island of Grief.


All the year round the Island of Grief is hidden by the
banks of mist, ramparts of dead white fog encircling it on every side. Ships
give it wide berth. Some speak of warm springs on the island whose waters flow
far out to sea, rising in steam eternally.


The pelt hunter had come back with tales of forests and deer
and flowers everywhere; but he had been drinking much, and much was forgiven
him.


The body of the college youth tossed up in the cove on the
mainland was battered out of recognition, but some said, when found, one hand
clutched a crimson blossom half wilted, but broad as a sap pan.


So Kent lay motionless beside his canoe, burned with thirst,
every nerve vibrating, thinking of all these things. It was not fear that
whitened the firm flesh under the tan; it was the fear of fear. He must not
think—he must throttle dread; his eyes must never falter, his head never turn
from that wall of mist across the sea. With set teeth he crushed back terror;
with glittering eyes he looked into the hollow eyes of fright. And so he
conquered fear.


He rose. The sea birds whirled up into the sky, pitching,
tossing, screaming, till the sharp flapping of their pinions set the snapping
echoes flying among the rocks.


Under the canoe's sharp prow the kelp bobbed and dipped and
parted; the sunlit waves ran out ahead, glittering, dancing. Splash! splash!
bow and stern! And now he knelt again, and the polished paddle swung and
dipped, and swept and swung and dipped again.


Far behind, the clamour of the sea birds lingered in
his ears, till the mellow dip of the paddle drowned all sound and the sea was a
sea of silence.


No wind came to cool the hot sweat on cheek and breast. The
sun blazed a path of flame before him, and he followed out into the waste of
waters. The still ocean divided under the bows and rippled innocently away on
either side, tinkling, foaming, sparkling like the current in a woodland brook.
He looked around at the world of flattened water, and the fear of fear rose up
and gripped his throat again. Then he lowered his head, like a tortured bull,
and shook the fear of fear from his throat, and drove the paddle into the sea
as a butcher stabs, to the hilt.


So at last he came to the wall of mist. It was thin at
first, thin and cool, but it thickened and grew warmer, and the fear of fear
dragged at his head, but he would not look behind.


Into the fog the canoe shot; the gray water ran by, high as
the gunwales, oily, silent. Shapes flickered across the bows, pillars of mist
that rode the waters, robed in films of tattered shadows. Gigantic forms
towered to dizzy heights above him, shaking out shredded shrouds of cloud. The
vast draperies of the fog swayed and hung and trembled as he brushed them; the
white twilight deepened to a sombre gloom. And now it grew thinner; the fog
became a mist, and the mist a haze, andthe haze floated away and vanished
into the blue of the heavens.


All around lay a sea of pearl and sapphire, lapping, lapping
on a silver shoal.


So he came to the Island of Grief.





III.


On the silver shoal the waves washed
and washed, breaking like crushed opals where the sands sang with the humming
froth.


Troops of little shore birds, wading on the shoal, tossed
their sun-tipped wings and scuttled inland, where, dappled with shadow from the
fringing forest, the white beach of the island stretched.


The water all around was shallow, limpid as crystal, and he
saw the ribbed sand shining on the bottom, where purple seaweed floated, and
delicate sea creatures darted and swarmed and scattered again at the dip of his
paddle.


Like velvet rubbed on velvet the canoe brushed across the
sand. He staggered to his feet, stumbled out, dragged the canoe high up under
the trees, turned it bottom upward, and sank beside it, face downward in the
sand. Sleep came to drive away the fear of fear, but hunger, thirst, and fever
fought with sleep, and he dreamed—dreamed of a rope that sawed his neck, of the
fight in the woods, and the shots. He dreamed, too, of the camp, of his
fortypounds of spruce gum, of Tully, and of Bates. He dreamed of the fire
and the smoke-scorched kettle, of the foul odour of musty bedding, of the
greasy cards, and of his own new pack, hoarded for weeks to please the others.
All this he dreamed, lying there face downward in the sand; but he did not
dream of the face of the dead.


The shadows of the leaves moved on his blonde head, crisp
with clipped curls. A butterfly flitted around him, alighting now on his legs,
now on the back of his bronzed hands. All the afternoon the bees hung droning
among the wildwood blossoms; the leaves above scarcely rustled; the shore birds
brooded along the water's edge; the thin tide, sleeping on the sand, mirrored
the sky.


Twilight paled the zenith; a breeze moved in the deeper
woods; a star glimmered, went out, glimmered again, faded, and glimmered.


Night came. A moth darted to and fro under the trees; a
beetle hummed around a heap of seaweed and fell scrambling in the sand.
Somewhere among the trees a sound had become distinct, the song of a little
brook, melodious, interminable. He heard it in his dream; it threaded all his
dreams like a needle of silver, and like a needle it pricked him—pricked his
dry throat and cracked lips. It could not awake him; the cool night swathed him
head and foot.


Toward dawn a bird woke up and piped. Other birds stirred,
restless, half awakened; a gull spread a cramped wing on the shore, preened its
feathers, scratched its tufted neck, and took two drowsy steps toward the sea.


The sea breeze stirred out behind the mist bank; it raised
the feathers on the sleeping gulls; it set the leaves whispering. A twig
snapped, broke off, and fell. Kent stirred, sighed, trembled, and awoke.


The first thing he heard was the song of the brook, and he
stumbled straight into the woods. There it lay, a thin, deep stream in the gray
morning light, and he stretched himself beside it and laid his cheek in it. A
bird drank in the pool, too—a little fluffy bird, bright-eyed and fearless.


His knees were firmer when at last he rose, heedless of the
drops that beaded lips and chin. With his knife he dug and scraped at some
white roots that hung half meshed in the bank of the brook, and when he had
cleaned them in the pool he ate them.


The sun stained the sky when he went down to the canoe, but
the eternal curtain of fog, far out at sea, hid it as yet from sight.


He lifted the canoe, bottom upwards, to his head, and,
paddle and pole in either hand, carried it into the forest.


After he had set it down he stood a moment, opening and
shutting his knife. Then he lookedup into the trees. There were birds
there, if he could get at them. He looked at the brook. There were the prints
of his fingers in the sand; there, too, was the print of something else a
deer's pointed hoof.


He had nothing but his knife. He opened it again and looked
at it.


That day he dug for clams and ate them raw. He waded out
into the shallows, too, and jabbed at fish with his setting pole, but hit
nothing except a yellow crab.


Fire was what he wanted. He hacked and chipped at
flinty-looking pebbles, and scraped tinder from a stick of sun-dried driftwood.
His knuckles bled, but no fire came.


That night he heard deer in the woods, and could not sleep
for thinking, until the dawn came up behind the wall of mist, and he rose with
it to drink his fill at the brook and tear raw clams with his white teeth.
Again he fought for fire, craving it as he had never craved water, but his
knuckles bled, and the knife scraped on the flint in vain.


His mind, perhaps, had suffered somewhat. The white beach
seemed to rise and fall like a white carpet on a gusty hearth. The birds, too,
that ran along the sand, seemed big and juicy, like partridges; and he chased
them, hurling shells and bits of driftwood at them till he could scarcely keep
his feet for the rising, plunging beach—or carpet, whichever itwas. That
night the deer aroused him at intervals. He heard them splashing and grunting
and crackling along the brook. Once he arose and stole after them, knife in
hand, till a false step into the brook awoke him to his folly, and he felt his
way back to the canoe, trembling.


Morning came, and again he drank at the brook, lying on the
sand where countless heart-shaped hoofs had passed leaving clean imprints; and
again he ripped the raw clams from their shells and swallowed them, whimpering.


All day long the white beach rose and fell and heaved and
flattened under his bright dry eyes. He chased the shore birds at times, till
the unsteady beach tripped him up and he fell full length in the sand. Then he
would rise moaning, and creep into the shadow of the wood, and watch the little
song-birds in the branches, moaning, always moaning.


His hands, sticky with blood, hacked steel and flint
together, but so feebly that now even the cold sparks no longer came.


He began to fear the advancing night; he dreaded to hear the
big warm deer among the thickets. Fear clutched him suddenly, and he lowered
his head and set his teeth and shook fear from his throat again.


Then he started aimlessly into the woods, crowding past
bushes, scraping trees, treading on moss and twig and mouldy stump, his bruised
hands swinging, always swinging.


The sun set in the mist as he came out of the woods on to
another beach—a warm, soft beach, crimsoned by the glow in the evening clouds.


And on the sand at his feet lay a young girl asleep, swathed
in the silken garment of her own black hair, round limbed, brown, smooth as the
bloom on the tawny beach.


A gull napped overhead, screaming. Her eyes, deeper than
night, unclosed. Then her lips parted in a cry, soft with sleep,
"Ihó!"


She rose, rubbing her velvet eyes. "Ihó!" she
cried in wonder; "Inâh!"


The gilded sand settled around her little feet. Her cheeks
crimsoned.


"E-hó! E-hó!" she whispered, and hid her face in
her hair.





IV.


The bridge of the stars spans the
sky seas; the sun and the moon are the travellers who pass over it. This was
also known in the lodges of the Isantee, hundreds of years ago. Chaské told it
to Hârpam, and when Hârpam knew he told it to Hapéda; and so the knowledge
spread to Hârka, and from Winona to Wehârka, up and down, across and ever
across, woof and web, until it came to the Island of Grief. And how? God knows!


"Wehârka, prattling in the tules, may have told Ne-kâ;
and Ne-kâ, high in the Novemberclouds, may have told Kay-óshk, who told
it to Shinge-bis, who told it to Skeé-skah, who told it to Sé-só-Kah.


Ihó! Inâh! Behold the wonder of it! And this is the fate of
all knowledge that comes to the Island of Grief.
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As the red glow died in the sky, and
the sand swam in shadows, the girl parted the silken curtains of her hair and
looked at him.


"Ehó!" she whispered again in soft delight.


For now it was plain to her that he was the sun! He had
crossed the bridge of stars in the blue twilight; he had come!


"E-tó!"


She stepped nearer, shivering, faint with the ecstasy of
this holy miracle wrought before her.


He was the Sun! His blood streaked the sky at dawn; his
blood stained the clouds at even. In his eyes the blue of the sky still
lingered, smothering two blue stars; and his body was as white as the breast of
the Moon.


She opened both arms, hands timidly stretched, palm upward.
Her face was raised to his, her eyes slowly closed; the deep-fringed lids
trembled.


Like a young priestess she stood, motionless save for the
sudden quiver of a limb, a quick pulse-flutter in the rounded throat. And so
she worshipped, naked and unashamed, evenafter he, reeling, fell heavily
forward on his face; even when the evening breeze stealing over the sands
stirred the hair on his head, as winds stir the fur of a dead animal in the
dust.
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When the morning sun peered over the
wall of mist, and she saw it was the sun, and she saw him, flung on the sand at
her feet, then she knew that he was a man, only a man, pallid as death and
smeared with blood.


And yet—miracle of miracles!—the divine wonder in her eyes
deepened, and her body seemed to swoon, and fall a-trembling, and swoon again.


For, although it was but a man who lay at her feet, it had
been easier for her to look upon a god.


He dreamed that he breathed fire—fire, that he craved as he
had never craved water. Mad with delirium, he knelt before the flames, rubbing
his torn hands, washing them in the crimson-scented flames. He had water, too,
cool scented water, that sprayed his burning flesh, that washed in his eyes,
his hair, his throat. After that came hunger, a fierce rending agony, that
scorched and clutched and tore at his entrails; but that, too, died away, and
he dreamed that he had eaten and all his flesh was warm. Then he dreamed that
he slept; and when he slept he dreamed no more.


One day he awoke and found her
stretched beside him, soft palms tightly closed, smiling, asleep.





V.


Now the days began to run more
swiftly than the tide along the tawny beach; and the nights, star-dusted and
blue, came and vanished and returned, only to exhale at dawn like perfume from
a violet.


They counted hours as they counted the golden bubbles,
winking with a million eyes along the foam-flecked shore; and the hours ended,
and began, and glimmered, iridescent, and ended as bubbles end in a tiny
rainbow haze.


There was still fire in the world; it flashed up at her
touch and where she chose. A bow strung with the silk of her own hair, an arrow
winged like a sea bird and tipped with shell, a line from the silver tendon of
a deer, a hook of polished bone—these were the mysteries he learned, and
learned them laughing, her silken head bent close to his.


The first night that the bow was wrought and the glossy
string attuned, she stole into the moonlit forest to the brook; and there they stood,
whispering, listening, and whispering, though neither understood the voice they
loved.


In the deeper woods, Kaug, the porcupine, scraped and
snuffed. They heard Wabóse, therabbit, pit-a-pat, pit-a-pat, loping
across dead leaves in the moonlight. Skeé-skah, the wood-duck, sailed past,
noiseless, gorgeous as a floating blossom.


Out on the ocean's placid silver, Shinge-bis, the diver,
shook the scented silence with his idle laughter, till Kay-óshk, the gray gull,
stirred in his slumber. There came a sudden ripple in the stream, a mellow
splash, a soft sound on the sand.


"Ihó! Behold!"


"I see nothing."


The beloved voice was only a wordless melody to her.


"Ihó! Ta-hinca, the red deer! E-hó! The buck will
follow!"


"Ta-hinca," he repeated, notching the arrow.


"E-tó! Ta-mdóka!"


So he drew the arrow to the head, and the gray gull feathers
brushed his ear, and the darkness hummed with the harmony of the singing
string.


Thus died Ta-mdóka, the buck deer of seven prongs.





VI.


As an apple tossed spinning into the
air, so spun the world above the hand that tossed it into space.


And one day in early spring, Sé-só-Kah, therobin,
awoke at dawn, and saw a girl at the foot of the blossoming tree holding a babe
cradled in the silken sheets of her hair.


At its feeble cry, Kaug, the porcupine, raised his quilled
head. Wabóse, the rabbit, sat still with palpitating sides. Kay-óshk, the gray
gull, tiptoed along the beach.


Kent knelt with one bronzed arm around them both.


"Ihó! Inâh!" whispered the girl, and held the babe
up in the rosy flames of dawn.


But Kent trembled as he looked, and his eyes filled. On the
pale green moss their shadows lay—three shadows. But the shadow of the babe was
white as froth.


Because it was the firstborn son, they named it Chaské; and
the girl sang as she cradled it there in the silken vestments of her hair; all
day long in the sunshine she sang:


 Wâ-wa, wâ-wa, wâ-we—yeá;

Kah-wéen, nee-zhéka Ke-diaus-âi,

Ke-gâh nau-wâi, ne-mé-go S'weén,

Ne-bâun, ne-bâun, ne-dâun-is âis.

E-we wâ-wa, wâ-we—yeá;

E-we wâ-wa, wâ-we—yeá.


Out in the calm ocean, Shinge-bis, the diver, listened,
preening his satin breast in silence. In the forest, Ta-hinca, the red deer,
turned her delicate head to the wind.


That night Kent thought of the dead, forthe first time
since he had come to the Key of Grief.


"Aké-u! aké-u!" chirped Sé-só-Kah, the robin. But
the dead never come again.


"Beloved, sit close to us," whispered the girl,
watching his troubled eyes. "Ma-cânte maséca."


But he looked at the babe and its white shadow on the moss,
and he only sighed: "Ma-cânte maséca, beloved! Death sits watching us
across the sea."


Now for the first time he knew more than the fear of fear;
he knew fear. And with fear came grief.


He never before knew that grief lay hidden there in the
forest. Now he knew it. Still, that happiness, eternally reborn when two small
hands reached up around his neck, when feeble fingers clutched his hand—that
happiness that Sé-só-Kah understood, chirping to his brooding mate—that
Ta-mdóka knew, licking his dappled fawns—that happiness gave him heart to meet
grief calmly, in dreams or in the forest depths, and it helped him to look into
the hollow eyes of fear.


He often thought of the camp now; of Bates, his blanket
mate; of Dyce, whose wrist he had broken with a blow; of Tully, whose brother
he had shot. He even seemed to hear the shot, the sudden report among the
hemlocks; again he saw the haze of smoke, hecaught a glimpse of a tall
form falling through the bushes.


He remembered every minute incident of the trial: Bates's
hand laid on his shoulder; Tully, red-bearded and wild-eyed, demanding his
death; while Dyce spat and spat and smoked and kicked at the blackened log-ends
projecting from the fire. He remembered, too, the verdict, and Tully's terrible
laugh; and the new jute rope that they stripped off the market-sealed gum
packs.


He thought of these things, sometimes wading out on the
shoals, shell-tipped fish spear poised: at such times he would miss his fish.
He thought of it sometimes when he knelt by the forest stream listening for
Ta-hinca's splash among the cresses: at such moments the feathered shaft
whistled far from the mark, and Ta-mdóka stamped and snorted till even the
white fisher, stretched on a rotting log, flattened his whiskers and stole away
into the forest's blackest depths.


When the child was a year old, hour for hour notched at
sunset and sunrise, it prattled with the birds, and called to Ne-Kâ, the wild
goose, who called again to the child from the sky: "Northward! northward,
beloved!"


When winter came—there is no frost on the Island of
Grief—Ne-Kâ, the wild goose, passing high in the clouds, called:
"Southward! south ward, beloved!" And the child answered ina
soft whisper of an unknown tongue, till the mother shivered, and covered it
with her silken hair.


"O beloved!" said the girl, "Chaské calls to
all things living—to Kaug, the porcupine, to Wabóse, to Kay-óshk, the gray gull
he calls, and they understand."


Kent bent and looked into her eyes.


"Hush, beloved; it is notthatI
fear."


"Then what, beloved?"


"His shadow. It is white as surf foam. And at night—I—I
have seen——"


"Oh, what?"


"The air about him aglow like a pale rose."


"Ma cânté maséca. The earth alone lasts. I speak as one
dying—I know, beloved!"


Her voice died away like a summer wind.


"Beloved!" he cried.


But there before him she was changing; the air grew misty,
and her hair wavered like shreds of fog, and her slender form swayed, and
faded, and swerved, like the mist above a pond.


In her arms the babe was a figure of mist, rosy, vague as a
breath on a mirror.


"The earth alone lasts. Inâh! It is the end, O
beloved!"


The words came from the mist—a mist as formless as the
ether—a mist that drove in and crowded him, that came from the sea, from the
clouds, from the earth at his feet. Faint with terror, he staggered forward
calling, "Beloved! And thou, Chaské, O beloved! Aké u! Aké u!"


Far out at sea a rosy star glimmered an instant in the mist
and went out.


A sea bird screamed, soaring over the waste of fog-smothered
waters. Again he saw the rosy star; it came nearer; its reflection glimmered in
the water.


"Chaské! he cried.


He heard a voice, dull in the choking mist.


"O beloved, I am here!" he called again.


There was a sound on the shoal, a flicker in the fog, the
flare of a torch, a face white, livid, terrible—the face of the dead.


He fell upon his knees; he closed his eyes and opened them.
Tully stood beside him with a coil of rope.
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Ihó! Behold the end! The earth alone
lasts. The sand, the opal wave on the golden beach, the sea of sapphire, the
dusted starlight, the wind, and love, shall die. Death also shall die, and lie
on the shores of the skies like the bleached skull there on the Key to Grief,
polished, empty, with its teeth embedded in the sand.





End.
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I.



Until the extraordinary affair
at Sidmouth, the peculiar speciesHaploteuthis feroxwas known
to science only generically, on the strength of a half-digested tentacle
obtained near the Azores, and a decaying body pecked by birds and nibbled by
fish, found early in 1896 by Mr. Jennings, near Land’s End.


In no department of zoological science, indeed, are we quite
so much in the dark as with regard to the deep-sea cephalopods. A mere
accident, for instance, it was that led to the Prince of Monaco’s discovery of
nearly a dozen new forms in the summer of 1895, a discovery in which the
before-mentioned tentacle was included. It chanced that a cachalot was killed
off Terceira by some sperm-whalers, and in its last struggles charged almost to
the Prince’s yacht, missed it, rolled under, and died within twenty yards of
his rudder. And in its agony it threw up a number of large objects, which the
Prince, dimly perceiving they were strange and important, was, by a happy
expedient, able to secure before they sank. He set his screws in motion, and
kept them circling in the vortices thus created until a boat could be lowered.
And these specimens were whole cephalopods and fragments of cephalopods, some
of gigantic proportions, and almost all of them unknown to science!


It would seem, indeed, that these large and agile creatures,
living in the middle depths of the sea, must, to a large extent, for ever
remain unknown to us, since under water they are too nimble for nets, and it is
only by such rare unlooked-for accidents that specimens can be obtained. In the
case ofHaploteuthis ferox, for instance, we are still altogether
ignorant of its habitat, as ignorant as we are of the breeding-ground of the
herring or the sea-ways of the salmon. And zoologists are altogether at a loss
to account for its sudden appearance on our coast. Possibly it was the stress
of a hunger migration that drove it hither out of the deep. But it will be,
perhaps, better to avoid necessarily inconclusive discussion, and to proceed at
once with our narrative.


The first human being to set eyes upon a livingHaploteuthis—the
first human being to survive, that is, for there can be little doubt now that
the wave of bathing fatalities and boating accidents that travelled along the
coast of Cornwall and Devon in early May was due to this cause—was a retired
tea-dealer of the name of Fison, who was stopping at a Sidmouth boarding-house.
It was in the afternoon, and he was walking along the cliff path between
Sidmouth and Ladram Bay. The cliffs in this direction are very high, but down
the red face of them in one place a kind of ladder staircase has been made. He
was near this when his attention was attracted by what at first he thought to
be a cluster of birds struggling over a fragment of food that caught the
sunlight, and glistened pinkish-white. The tide was right out, and this object
was not only far below him, but remote across a broad waste of rock reefs
covered with dark seaweed and interspersed with silvery, shining, tidal pools.
And he was, moreover, dazzled by the brightness of the further water.


In a minute, regarding this again, he perceived that his
judgment was in fault, for over this struggle circled a number of birds,
jackdaws and gulls for the most part, the latter gleaming blindingly when the
sunlight smote their wings, and they seemed minute in comparison with it. And
his curiosity was, perhaps, aroused all the more strongly because of his first
insufficient explanations.


As he had nothing better to do than amuse himself, he
decided to make this object, whatever it was the goal of his afternoon walk,
instead of Ladram Bay, conceiving it might perhaps be a great fish of some
sort, stranded by some chance, and flapping about in its distress. And so he
hurried down the long steep ladder, stopping at intervals of thirty feet or so
to take breath and scan the mysterious movement.


At the foot of the cliff he was, of course, nearer his
object than he had been; but, on the other hand, it now came up against the
incandescent sky, beneath the sun, so as to seem dark and indistinct. Whatever
was pinkish of it was now hidden by a skerry of weedy boulders. But he
perceived that it was made up of seven rounded bodies, distinct or connected,
and that the birds kept up a constant croaking and screaming, but seemed afraid
to approach it too closely.


Mr. Fison, torn by curiosity, began picking his way across
the wave-worn rocks, and, finding the wet seaweed that covered them thickly
rendered them extremely slippery, he stopped, removed his shoes and socks, and
coiled his trousers above his knees. His object was, of course, merely to avoid
stumbling into the rocky pools about him, and perhaps he was rather glad, as
all men are, of an excuse to resume, even for a moment, the sensations of his
boyhood. At any rate, it is to this, no doubt, that he owes his life.


He approached his mark with all the assurance which the
absolute security of this country against all forms of animal life gives its
inhabitants. The round bodies moved to and fro, but it was only when he
surmounted the skerry of boulders I have mentioned that he realised the
horrible nature of the discovery. It came upon him with some suddenness.


The rounded bodies fell apart as he came into sight over the
ridge, and displayed the pinkish object to be the partially devoured body of a
human being, but whether of a man or woman he was unable to say. And the
rounded bodies were new and ghastly-looking creatures, in shape somewhat
resembling an octopus, and with huge and very long and flexible tentacles,
coiled copiously on the ground. The skin had a glistening texture, unpleasant
to see, like shiny leather. The downward bend of the tentacle-surrounded mouth,
the curious excrescence at the bend, the tentacles, and the large, intelligent
eyes, gave the creatures a grotesque suggestion of a face. They were the size
of a fair-sized swine about the body, and the tentacles seemed to him to be
many feet in length. There were, he thinks, seven or eight at least of the
creatures. Twenty yards beyond them, amid the surf of the now returning tide,
two others were emerging from the sea.


Their bodies lay flatly on the rocks, and their eyes
regarded him with evil interest; but it does not appear that Mr. Fison was
afraid, or that he realised that he was in any danger. Possibly his confidence
is to be ascribed to the limpness of their attitudes. But he was horrified, of
course, and intensely excited and indignant at such revolting creatures preying
upon human flesh. He thought they had chanced upon a drowned body. He shouted
to them, with the idea of driving them off, and, finding they did not budge,
cast about him, picked up a big rounded lump of rock, and flung it at one.


And then, slowly uncoiling their tentacles, they all began
moving towards him—creeping at first deliberately, and making a soft, purring
sound to each other.


In a moment Mr. Fison realised that he was in danger. He
shouted again, threw both his boots, and started off, with a leap, forthwith.
Twenty yards off he stopped and faced about, judging them slow, and, behold!
the tentacles of their leader were already pouring over the rocky ridge on
which he had just been standing!


At that he shouted again, but this time not threatening, but
a cry of dismay, and began jumping, striding, slipping, wading across the
uneven expanse between him and the beach. The tall red cliffs seemed suddenly
at a vast distance, and he saw, as though they were creatures in another world,
two minute workmen engaged in the repair of the ladder-way, and little
suspecting the race for life that was beginning below them. At one time he
could hear the creatures splashing in the pools not a dozen feet behind him,
and once he slipped and almost fell.


They chased him to the very foot of the cliffs, and desisted
only when he had been joined by the workmen at the foot of the ladder-way up
the cliff. All three of the men pelted them with stones for a time, and then
hurried to the cliff top and along the path towards Sidmouth, to secure
assistance and a boat, and to rescue the desecrated body from the clutches of
these abominable creatures.





II.


And, as if he had not already been
in sufficient peril that day, Mr. Fison went with the boat to point out the
exact spot of his adventure.


As the tide was down, it required a considerable detour to
reach the spot, and when at last they came off the ladder-way, the mangled body
had disappeared. The water was now running in, submerging first one slab of
slimy rock and then another, and the four men in the boat—the workmen, that is,
the boatman, and Mr. Fison—now turned their attention from the bearings off
shore to the water beneath the keel.


At first they could see little below them, save a dark
jungle of laminaria, with an occasional darting fish. Their minds were set on
adventure, and they expressed their disappointment freely. But presently they
saw one of the monsters swimming through the water seaward, with a curious
rolling motion that suggested to Mr. Fison the spinning roll of a captive balloon.
Almost immediately after, the waving streamers of laminaria were
extraordinarily perturbed, parted for a moment, and three of these beasts
became darkly visible, struggling for what was probably some fragment of the
drowned man. In a moment the copious olive-green ribbons had poured again over
this writhing group.


At that all four men, greatly excited, began beating the
water with oars and shouting, and immediately they saw a tumultuous movement
among the weeds. They desisted, to see more clearly, and as soon as the water
was smooth, they saw, as it seemed to them, the whole sea bottom among the
weeds set with eyes.


"Ugly swine!" cried one of the men. "Why,
there ‘s dozens!"


And forthwith the things began to rise through the water
about them. Mr. Fison has since described to the writer this startling eruption
out of the waving laminaria meadows. To him it seemed to occupy a considerable
time, but it is probable that really it was an affair of a few seconds only.
For a time nothing but eyes, and then he speaks of tentacles streaming out and
parting the weed fronds this way and that. Then these things, growing larger,
until at last the bottom was hidden by their intercoiling forms, and the tips
of tentacles rose darkly here and there into the air above the swell of the
waters.


One came up boldly to the side of the boat, and, clinging to
this with three of its sucker-set tentacles, threw four others over the
gunwale, as if with an intention either of oversetting the boat or of
clambering into it. Mr. Fison at once caught up the boathook, and, jabbing
furiously at the soft tentacles, forced it to desist. He was struck in the back
and almost pitched overboard by the boatman, who was using his oar to resist a
similar attack on the other side of the boat. But the tentacles on either side
at once relaxed their hold at this, slid out of sight, and splashed into the
water.


"We’d better get out of this," said Mr. Fison, who
was trembling violently. He went to the tiller, while the boatman and one of
the workmen seated themselves and began rowing. The other workman stood up in
the fore part of the boat, with the boathook, ready to strike any more
tentacles that might appear. Nothing else seems to have been said. Mr. Fison
had expressed the common feeling beyond amendment. In a hushed, scared mood,
with faces white and drawn, they set about escaping from the position into
which they had so recklessly blundered.


But the oars had scarcely dropped into the water before
dark, tapering, serpentine ropes had bound them, and were about the rudder; and
creeping up the sides of the boat with a looping motion came the suckers again.
The men gripped their oars and pulled, but it was like trying to move a boat in
a floating raft of weeds. "Help here!" cried the boatman, and Mr. Fison
and the second workman rushed to help lug at the oar.


Then the man with the boathook—his name was Ewan, or
Ewen—sprang up with a curse, and began striking downward over the side, as far
as he could reach, at the bank of tentacles that now clustered along the boat’s
bottom. And, at the same time, the two rowers stood up to get a better purchase
for the recovery of their oars. The boatman handed his to Mr. Fison, who lugged
desperately, and, meanwhile, the boatman opened a big clasp-knife, and, leaning
over the side of the boat, began hacking at the spiring arms upon the oar
shaft.


Mr. Fison, staggering with the quivering rocking of the
boat, his teeth set, his breath coming short, and the veins starting on his
hands as he pulled at his oar, suddenly cast his eyes seaward. And there, not
fifty yards off, across the long rollers of the incoming tide, was a large boat
standing in towards them, with three women and a little child in it. A boatman
was rowing, and a little man in a pink-ribboned straw hat and whites stood in
the stern, hailing them. For a moment, of course, Mr. Fison thought of help,
and then he thought of the child. He abandoned his oar forthwith, threw up his
arms in a frantic gesture, and screamed to the party in the boat to keep away
"for God’s sake!" It says much for the modesty and courage of Mr.
Fison that he does not seem to be aware that there was any quality of heroism
in his action at this juncture. The oar he had abandoned was at once drawn
under, and presently reappeared floating about twenty yards away.


At the same moment Mr. Fison felt the boat under him lurch
violently, and a hoarse scream, a prolonged cry of terror from Hill, the
boatman, caused him to forget the party of excursionists altogether. He turned,
and saw Hill crouching by the forward rowlock, his face convulsed with terror,
and his right arm over the side and drawn tightly down. He gave now a
succession of short, sharp cries, "Oh! oh! oh!—oh!" Mr. Fison
believes that he must have been hacking at the tentacles below the water-line,
and have been grasped by them, but, of course, it is quite impossible to say
now certainly what had happened. The boat was heeling over, so that the gunwale
was within ten inches of the water, and both Ewan and the other labourer were
striking down into the water, with oar and boathook, on either side of Hill’s
arm. Mr. Fison instinctively placed himself to counterpoise them.


Then Hill, who was a burly, powerful man, made a strenuous
effort, and rose almost to a standing position. He lifted his arm, indeed,
clean out of the water. Hanging to it was a complicated tangle of brown ropes;
and the eyes of one of the brutes that had hold of him, glaring straight and
resolute, showed momentarily above the surface. The boat heeled more and more,
and the green-brown water came pouring in a cascade over the side.


Then Hill slipped and fell with his ribs across the side,
and his arm and the mass of tentacles about it splashed back into the water. He
rolled over; his boot kicked Mr. Fison’s knee as that gentleman rushed forward
to seize him, and in another moment fresh tentacles had whipped about his waist
and neck, and after a brief, convulsive struggle, in which the boat was nearly
capsized, Hill was lugged overboard. The boat righted with a violent jerk that all
but sent Mr. Fison over the other side, and hid the struggle in the water from
his eyes.


He stood staggering to recover his balance for a moment, and
as he did so, he became aware that the struggle and the inflowing tide had
carried them close upon the weedy rocks again. Not four yards off a table of
rock still rose in rhythmic movements above the in-wash of the tide. In a
moment Mr. Fison seized the oar from Ewan, gave one vigorous stroke, then,
dropping it, ran to the bows and leapt. He felt his feet slide over the rock,
and, by a frantic effort, leapt again towards a further mass. He stumbled over
this, came to his knees, and rose again.


"Look out!" cried some one, and a large drab body
struck him. He was knocked flat into a tidal pool by one of the workmen, and as
he went down he heard smothered, choking cries, that he believed at the time
came from Hill. Then he found himself marvelling at the shrillness and variety
of Hill’s voice. Some one jumped over him, and a curving rush of foamy water
poured over him, and passed. He scrambled to his feet, dripping, and, without
looking seaward, ran as fast as his terror would let him shoreward. Before him,
over the flat space of scattered rocks, stumbled the two workmen—one a dozen
yards in front of the other.


He looked over his shoulder at last, and, seeing that he was
not pursued, faced about. He was astonished. From the moment of the rising of
the cephalopods out of the water, he had been acting too swiftly to fully
comprehend his actions. Now it seemed to him as if he had suddenly jumped out
of an evil dream.


For there were the sky, cloudless and blazing with the
afternoon sun, the sea, weltering under its pitiless brightness, the soft
creamy foam of the breaking water, and the low, long, dark ridges of rock. The
righted boat floated, rising and falling gently on the swell about a dozen
yards from shore. Hill and the monsters, all the stress and tumult of that
fierce fight for life, had vanished as though they had never been.


Mr. Fison’s heart was beating violently; he was throbbing to
the finger-tips, and his breath came deep.


There was something missing. For some seconds he could not
think clearly enough what this might be. Sun, sky, sea, rocks—what was it? Then
he remembered the boatload of excursionists. It had vanished. He wondered
whether he had imagined it. He turned, and saw the two workmen standing side by
side under the projecting masses of the tall pink cliffs. He hesitated whether
he should make one last attempt to save the man Hill. His physical excitement
seemed to desert him suddenly, and leave him aimless and helpless. He turned
shoreward, stumbling and wading towards his two companions.


He looked back again, and there were now two boats floating,
and the one farthest out at sea pitched clumsily, bottom upward.






III.


So it wasHaploteuthis feroxmade
its appearance upon the Devonshire coast. So far, this has been its most
serious aggression. Mr. Fison’s account, taken together with the wave of
boating and bathing casualties to which I have already alluded, and the absence
of fish from the Cornish coasts that year, points clearly to a shoal of these
voracious deep-sea monsters prowling slowly along the sub-tidal coast-line.
Hunger migration has, I know, been suggested as the force that drove them hither;
but, for my own part, I prefer to believe the alternative theory of Hemsley.
Hemsley holds that a pack or shoal of these creatures may have become enamoured
of human flesh by the accident of a foundered ship sinking among them, and have
wandered in search of it out of their accustomed zone; first waylaying and
following ships, and so coming to our shores in the wake of the Atlantic
traffic. But to discuss Hemsley’s cogent and admirably-stated arguments would
be out of place here.


It would seem that the appetites of the shoal were satisfied
by the catch of eleven people—for so far as can be ascertained, there were ten
people in the second boat, and certainly these creatures gave no further signs
of their presence off Sidmouth that day. The coast between Seaton and Budleigh
Salterton was patrolled all that evening and night by four Preventive Service
boats, the men in which were armed with harpoons and cutlasses, and as the
evening advanced, a number of more or less similarly equipped expeditions,
organised by private individuals, joined them. Mr. Fison took no part in any of
these expeditions.


About midnight excited hails were heard from a boat about a
couple of miles out at sea to the south-east of Sidmouth, and a lantern was
seen waving in a strange manner to and fro and up and down. The nearer boats at
once hurried towards the alarm. The venturesome occupants of the boat, a
seaman, a curate, and two schoolboys, had actually seen the monsters passing
under their boat. The creatures, it seems, like most deep-sea organisms, were
phosphorescent, and they had been floating, five fathoms deep or so, like
creatures of moonshine through the blackness of the water, their tentacles
retracted and as if asleep, rolling over and over, and moving slowly in a
wedge-like formation towards the south-east.


These people told their story in gesticulated fragments, as
first one boat drew alongside and then another. At last there was a little
fleet of eight or nine boats collected together, and from them a tumult, like
the chatter of a marketplace, rose into the stillness of the night. There was
little or no disposition to pursue the shoal, the people had neither weapons
nor experience for such a dubious chase, and presently—even with a certain
relief, it may be—the boats turned shoreward.


And now to tell what is perhaps the most astonishing fact in
this whole astonishing raid. We have not the slightest knowledge of the
subsequent movements of the shoal, although the whole southwest coast was now
alert for it. But it may, perhaps, be significant that a cachalot was stranded
off Sark on June 3. Two weeks and three days after this Sidmouth affair, a
livingHaploteuthiscame ashore on Calais sands. It was alive,
because several witnesses saw its tentacles moving in a convulsive way. But it
is probable that it was dying. A gentleman named Pouchet obtained a rifle and
shot it.


That was the last appearance of a livingHaploteuthis.
No others were seen on the French coast. On the 15th of June a dead body,
almost complete, was washed ashore near Torquay, and a few days later a boat
from the Marine Biological station, engaged in dredging off Plymouth, picked up
a rotting specimen, slashed deeply with a cutlass wound. How the former
specimen had come by its death it is impossible to say. And on the last day of
June, Mr. Egbert Caine, an artist, bathing near Newlyn, threw up his arms,
shrieked, and was drawn under. A friend bathing with him made no attempt to
save him, but swam at once for the shore. This is the last fact to tell of this
extraordinary raid from the deeper sea. Whether it is really the last of these
horrible creatures it is, as yet, premature to say. But it is believed, and
certainly it is to be hoped, that they have returned now, and returned for
good, to the sunless depths of the middle seas, out of which they have so
strangely and so mysteriously arisen.





End.
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Nyarlathotep





By H.P. Lovecraft
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Nyarlathotep... the
crawling chaos... I am the last... I will tell the audient void...








I do not recall distinctly when it began, but it
was months ago. The general tension was horrible. To a season of political and
social upheaval was added a strange and brooding apprehension of hideous
physical danger; a danger widespread and all-embracing, such a danger as may be
imagined only in the most terrible phantasms of the night. I recall that the
people went about with pale and worried faces, and whispered warnings and
prophecies which no one dared consciously repeat or acknowledge to himself that
he had heard. A sense of monstrous guilt was upon the land, and out of the
abysses between the stars swept chill currents that made men shiver in dark and
lonely places. There was a demoniac alteration in the sequence of the seasons
the autumn heat lingered fearsomely, and everyone felt that the world and
perhaps the universe had passed from the control of known gods or forces to
that of gods or forces which were unknown.


And it was then that Nyarlathotep came out of Egypt. Who he
was, none could tell, but he was of the old native blood and looked like a
Pharaoh. The fellaheen knelt when they saw him, yet could not say why. He said
he had risen up out of the blackness of twenty-seven centuries, and that he had
heard messages from places not on this planet. Into the lands of civilization
came Nyarlathotep, swarthy, slender, and sinister, always buying strange
instruments of glass and metal and combining them into instruments yet
stranger. He spoke much of the sciences of electricity and psychology and gave
exhibitions of power which sent his spectators away speechless, yet which
swelled his fame to exceeding magnitude. Men advised one another to see
Nyarlathotep, and shuddered. And where Nyarlathotep went, rest vanished, for the
small hours were rent with the screams of nightmare. Never before had the
screams of nightmare been such a public problem; now the wise men almost wished
they could forbid sleep in the small hours, that the shrieks of cities might
less horribly disturb the pale, pitying moon as it glimmered on green waters
gliding under bridges, and old steeples crumbling against a sickly sky.


I remember when Nyarlathotep came to my city the great, the
old, the terrible city of unnumbered crimes. My friend had told me of him, and
of the impelling fascination and allurement of his revelations, and I burned
with eagerness to explore his uttermost mysteries. My friend said they were
horrible and impressive beyond my most fevered imaginings; and what was thrown
on a screen in the darkened room prophesied things none but Nyarlathotep dared
prophesy, and in the sputter of his sparks there was taken from men that which
had never been taken before yet which showed only in the eyes. And I heard it
hinted abroad that those who knew Nyarlathotep looked on sights which others
saw not.


It was in the hot autumn that I went through the night with
the restless crowds to see Nyarlathotep; through the stifling night and up the
endless stairs into the choking room. And shadowed on a screen, I saw hooded
forms amidst ruins, and evil faces peering from behind fallen monuments. And I
saw the world battling against blackness; against the waves of destruction from
ultimate space; whirling, churning, struggling around the dimming, cooling sun.
Then the sparks played amazingly around the heads of the spectators, and hair
stood up on end whilst shadows more grotesque than I can tell came out and
squatted on the heads. And when I, who was colder and more scientific than the
rest, mumbled a trembling protest about imposture and static electricity,
Nyarlathotep drove us all out, down the dizzy stairs into the damp, hot,
deserted midnight streets. I screamed aloud that I was not afraid; that I never
could be afraid; and others screamed with me for solace. We swore to one
another that the city was exactly the same, and still alive; and when the
electric lights began to fade we cursed the company over and over again, and
laughed at the queer faces we made.


I believe we felt something coming down from the greenish
moon, for when we began to depend on its light we drifted into curious
involuntary marching formations and seemed to know our destinations though we
dared not think of them. Once we looked at the pavement and found the blocks
loose and displaced by grass, with scarce a line of rusted metal to show where
the tramways had run. And again we saw a tram-car, lone, windowless,
dilapidated, and almost on its side. When we gazed around the horizon, we could
not find the third tower by the river, and noticed that the silhouette of the
second tower was ragged at the top. Then we split up into narrow columns, each
of which seemed drawn in a different direction. One disappeared in a narrow
alley to the left, leaving only the echo of a shocking moan. Another filed down
a weed-choked subway entrance, howling with a laughter that was mad. My own
column was sucked toward the open country, and presently I felt a chill which
was not of the hot autumn; for as we stalked out on the dark moor, we beheld
around us the hellish moon- glitter of evil snows. Trackless, inexplicable
snows, swept asunder in one direction only, where lay a gulf all the blacker
for its glittering walls. The column seemed very thin indeed as it plodded
dreamily into the gulf. I lingered behind, for the black rift in the
green-litten snow was frightful, and I thought I had heard the reverberations
of a disquieting wail as my companions vanished; but my power to linger was
slight. As if beckoned by those who had gone before, I half-floated between the
titanic snowdrifts, quivering and afraid, into the sightless vortex of the
unimaginable.


Screamingly sentient, dumbly delirious, only the gods that
were can tell. A sickened, sensitive shadow writhing in hands that are not
hands, and whirled blindly past ghastly midnights of rotting creation, corpses
of dead worlds with sores that were cities, charnel winds that brush the pallid
stars and make them flicker low. Beyond the worlds vague ghosts of monstrous
things; half-seen columns of unsanctified temples that rest on nameless rocks
beneath space and reach up to dizzy vacua above the spheres of light and
darkness. And through this revolting graveyard of the universe the muffled,
maddening beating of drums, and thin, monotonous whine of blasphemous flutes
from inconceivable, unlighted chambers beyond Time; the detestable pounding and
piping whereunto dance slowly, awkwardly, and absurdly the gigantic, tenebrous
ultimate gods the blind, voiceless, mindless gargoyles whose soul is
Nyarlathotep.





End.
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His Unconquerable Enemy


By W.C. Morrow


Originally Published in 1889









I was summoned from Calcutta to
the heart of India to perform a difficult surgical operation on one of the
women of a great rajah's household. I found the rajah a man of a noble
character, but possessed, as I afterwards discovered, of a sense of cruelty purely
Oriental and in contrast to the indolence of his disposition. He was so
grateful for the success that attended my mission that he urged me to remain a
guest at the palace as long as it might please me to stay, and I thankfully
accepted the invitation.


One of the male servants early attracted my notice for his
marvellous capacity of malice. His name was Neranya, and I am certain that
there must have been a large proportion of Malay blood in his veins, for,
unlike the Indians (from whom he differed also in complexion), he was extremely
alert, active, nervous, and sensitive. A redeeming circumstance was his love
for his master. Once his violent temper led him to the commission of an
atrocious crime,--the fatal stabbing of a dwarf. In punishment for this the rajah
ordered that Neranya's right arm (the offending one) be severed from his body.
The sentence was executed in a bungling fashion by a stupid fellow armed with
an axe, and I, being a surgeon, was compelled, in order to save Neranya's life,
to perform an amputation of the stump, leaving not a vestige of the limb
remaining.


After this he developed an augmented fiendishness. His love
for the rajah was changed to hate, and in his mad anger he flung discretion to
the winds. Driven once to frenzy by the rajah's scornful treatment, he sprang
upon the rajah with a knife, but, fortunately, was seized and disarmed. To his
unspeakable dismay the rajah sentenced him for this offence to suffer
amputation of the remaining arm. It was done as in the former instance. This
had the effect of putting a temporary curb on Neranya's spirit, or, rather, of
changing the outward manifestations of his diabolism. Being armless, he was at
first largely at the mercy of those who ministered to his needs,--a duty which
I undertook to see was properly discharged, for I felt an interest in this
strangely distorted nature. His sense of helplessness, combined with a damnable
scheme for revenge which he had secretly formed, caused Neranya to change his
fierce, impetuous, and unruly conduct into a smooth, quiet, insinuating
bearing, which he carried so artfully as to deceive those with whom he was
brought in contact, including the rajah himself.


Neranya, being exceedingly quick, intelligent, and
dexterous, and having an unconquerable will, turned his attention to the
cultivating of an enlarged usefulness of his legs, feet, and toes, with so
excellent effect that in time he was able to perform wonderful feats with those
members. Thus his capability, especially for destructive mischief, was considerably
restored.


One morning the rajah's only son, a young man of an
uncommonly amiable and noble disposition, was found dead in bed. His murder was
a most atrocious one, his body being mutilated in a shocking manner, but in my
eyes the most significant of all the mutilations was the entire removal and
disappearance of the young prince's arms.


The death of the young man nearly brought the rajah to the
grave. It was not, therefore, until I had nursed him back to health that I
began a systematic inquiry into the murder. I said nothing of my own
discoveries and conclusions until after the rajah and his officers had failed
and my work had been done; then I submitted to him a written report, making a
close analysis of all the circumstances and closing by charging the crime to
Neranya. The rajah, convinced by my proof and argument, at once ordered Neranya
to be put to death, this to be accomplished slowly and with frightful tortures.
The sentence was so cruel and revolting that it filled me with horror, and I
implored that the wretch be shot. Finally, through a sense of gratitude to me,
the rajah relaxed. When Neranya was charged with the crime he denied it, of
course, but, seeing that the rajah was convinced, he threw aside all restraint,
and, dancing, laughing, and shrieking in the most horrible manner, confessed
his guilt, gloated over it, and reviled the rajah to his teeth,--this, knowing
that some fearful death awaited him.


The rajah decided upon the details of the matter that night,
and in the morning he informed me of his decision. It was that Neranya's life
should be spared, but that both of his legs should be broken with hammers, and
that then I should amputate the limbs at the trunk! Appended to this horrible
sentence was a provision that the maimed wretch should be kept and tortured at
regular intervals by such means as afterwards might be devised.


Sickened to the heart by the awful duty set out for me, I
nevertheless performed it with success, and I care to say nothing more about
that part of the tragedy. Neranya escaped death very narrowly and was a long
time in recovering his wonted vitality. During all these weeks the rajah
neither saw him nor made inquiries concerning him, but when, as in duty bound,
I made official report that the man had recovered his strength, the rajah's
eyes brightened, and he emerged with deadly activity from the stupor into which
he so long had been plunged.


The rajah's palace was a noble structure, but it is
necessary here to describe only the grand hall. It was an immense chamber, with
a floor of polished, inlaid stone and a lofty, arched ceiling. A soft light
stole into it through stained glass set in the roof and in high windows on one
side. In the middle of the room was a rich fountain, which threw up a tall,
slender column of water, with smaller and shorter jets grouped around it.
Across one end of the hall, half-way to the ceiling, was a balcony, which
communicated with the upper story of a wing, and from which a flight of stone
stairs descended to the floor of the hall. During the hot summers this room was
delightfully cool; it was the rajah's favorite lounging-place, and when the
nights were hot he had his cot taken thither, and there he slept.


This hall was chosen for Neranya's permanent prison; here
was he to stay so long as he might live, with never a glimpse of the shining
world or the glorious heavens. To one of his nervous, discontented nature such
confinement was worse than death. At the rajah's order there was constructed
for him a small pen of open iron-work, circular, and about four feet in
diameter, elevated on four slender iron posts, ten feet above the floor, and
placed between the balcony and the fountain. Such was Neranya's prison. The pen
was about four feet in depth, and the pen-top was left open for the convenience
of the servants whose duty it should be to care for him. These precautions for
his safe confinement were taken at my suggestion, for, although the man was now
deprived of all four of his limbs, I still feared that he might develop some
extraordinary, unheard-of power for mischief. It was provided that the
attendants should reach his cage by means of a movable ladder.


All these arrangements having been made and Neranya hoisted
into his cage, the rajah emerged upon the balcony to see him for the first time
since the last amputation. Neranya had been lying panting and helpless on the
floor of his cage, but when his quick ear caught the sound of the rajah's
footfall he squirmed about until he had brought the back of his head against
the railing, elevating his eyes above his chest, and enabling him to peer
through the open-work of the cage. Thus the two deadly enemies faced each
other. The rajah's stern face paled at sight of the hideous, shapeless thing
which met his gaze; but he soon recovered, and the old hard, cruel, sinister
look returned. Neranya's black hair and beard had grown long, and they added to
the natural ferocity of his aspect. His eyes blazed upon the rajah with a
terrible light, his lips parted, and he gasped for breath; his face was ashen with
rage and despair, and his thin, distended nostrils quivered.


The rajah folded his arms and gazed down from the balcony
upon the frightful wreck that he had made. Oh, the dreadful pathos of that
picture; the inhumanity of it; the deep and dismal tragedy of it! Who might
look into the wild, despairing heart of the prisoner and see and understand the
frightful turmoil there; the surging, choking passion; unbridled but impotent
ferocity; frantic thirst for a vengeance that should be deeper than hell! Neranya
gazed, his shapeless body heaving, his eyes aflame; and then, in a strong,
clear voice, which rang throughout the great hall, with rapid speech he hurled
at the rajah the most insulting defiance, the most awful curses. He cursed the
womb that had conceived him, the food that should nourish him, the wealth that
had brought him power; cursed him in the name of Buddha and all the wise men;
cursed by the sun, the moon, and the stars; by the continents, mountains,
oceans, and rivers; by all things living; cursed his head, his heart, his
entrails; cursed in a whirlwind of unmentionable words; heaped unimaginable
insults and contumely upon him; called him a knave, a beast, a fool, a liar, an
infamous and unspeakable coward.


The rajah heard it all calmly, without the movement of a
muscle, without the slightest change of countenance; and when the poor wretch
had exhausted his strength and fallen helpless and silent to the floor, the
rajah, with a grim, cold smile, turned and strode away.


The days passed. The rajah, not deterred by Neranya's curses
often heaped upon him, spent even more time than formerly in the great hall,
and slept there oftener at night; and finally Neranya wearied of cursing and
defying him, and fell into a sullen silence. The man was a study for me, and I
observed every change in his fleeting moods. Generally his condition was that
of miserable despair, which he attempted bravely to conceal. Even the boon of
suicide had been denied him, for when he would wriggle into an erect position
the rail of his pen was a foot above his head, so that he could not clamber
over and break his skull on the stone floor beneath; and when he had tried to
starve himself the attendants forced food down his throat; so that he abandoned
such attempts. At times his eyes would blaze and his breath would come in
gasps, for imaginary vengeance was working within him; but steadily he became
quieter and more tractable, and was pleasant and responsive when I would
converse with him. Whatever might have been the tortures which the rajah had
decided on, none as yet had been ordered; and although Neranya knew that they
were in contemplation, he never referred to them or complained of his lot.


The awful climax of this situation was reached one night,
and even after this lapse of years I cannot approach its description without a
shudder.


It was a hot night, and the rajah had gone to sleep in the
great hall, lying on a high cot placed on the main floor just underneath the
edge of the balcony. I had been unable to sleep in my own apartment, and so I
had stolen into the great hall through the heavily curtained entrance at the
end farthest from the balcony. As I entered I heard a peculiar, soft sound
above the patter of the fountain. Neranya's cage was partly concealed from my
view by the spraying water, but I suspected that the unusual sound came from
him. Stealing a little to one side, and crouching against the dark hangings of
the wall, I could see him in the faint light which dimly illuminated the hall,
and then I discovered that my surmise was correct--Neranya was quietly at work.
Curious to learn more, and knowing that only mischief could have been inspiring
him, I sank into a thick robe on the floor and watched him.


To my great astonishment Neranya was tearing off with his
teeth the bag which served as his outer garment. He did it cautiously, casting
sharp glances frequently at the rajah, who, sleeping soundly on his cot below,
breathed heavily. After starting a strip with his teeth, Neranya, by the same
means, would attach it to the railing of his cage and then wriggle away, much
after the manner of a caterpillar's crawling, and this would cause the strip to
be torn out the full length of his garment. He repeated this operation with
incredible patience and skill until his entire garment had been torn into
strips. Two or three of these he tied end to end with his teeth, lips, and
tongue, tightening the knots by placing one end of the strip under his body and
drawing the other taut with his teeth. In this way he made a line several feet
long, one end of which he made fast to the rail with his mouth. It then began
to dawn upon me that he was going to make an insane attempt--impossible of
achievement without hands, feet, arms, or legs--to escape from his cage! For what
purpose? The rajah was asleep in the hall--ah! I caught my breath. Oh, the
desperate, insane thirst for revenge which could have unhinged so clear and
firm a mind! Even though he should accomplish the impossible feat of climbing
over the railing of his cage that he might fall to the floor below (for how
could he slide down the rope?), he would be in all probability killed or
stunned; and even if he should escape these dangers it would be impossible for
him to clamber upon the cot without rousing the rajah, and impossible even
though the rajah were dead! Amazed at the man's daring, and convinced that his
sufferings and brooding had destroyed his reason, nevertheless I watched him
with breathless interest.


With other strips tied together he made a short swing across
one side of his cage. He caught the long line in his teeth at a point not far
from the rail; then, wriggling with great effort to an upright position, his
back braced against the rail, he put his chin over the swing and worked toward
one end. He tightened the grasp of his chin on the swing, and with tremendous
exertion, working the lower end of his spine against the railing, he began
gradually to ascend the side of his cage. The labor was so great that he was
compelled to pause at intervals, and his breathing was hard and painful; and
even while thus resting he was in a position of terrible strain, and his
pushing against the swing caused it to press hard against his windpipe and
nearly strangle him.


After amazing effort he had elevated the lower end of his
body until it protruded above the railing, the top of which was now across the
lower end of his abdomen. Gradually he worked his body over, going backward,
until there was sufficient excess of weight on the outer side of the rail; and
then, with a quick lurch, he raised his head and shoulders and swung into a
horizontal position on top of the rail. Of course, he would have fallen to the
floor below had it not been for the line which he held in his teeth. With so
great nicety had he estimated the distance between his mouth and the point
where the rope was fastened to the rail, that the line tightened and checked
him just as he reached the horizontal position on the rail. If one had told me
beforehand that such a feat as I had just seen this man accomplish was
possible, I should have thought him a fool.


Neranya was now balanced on his stomach across the top of
the rail, and he eased his position by bending his spine and hanging down on
either side as much as possible. Having rested thus for some minutes, he began
cautiously to slide off backward, slowly paying out the line through his teeth,
finding almost a fatal difficulty in passing the knots. Now, it is quite
possible that the line would have escaped altogether from his teeth laterally
when he would slightly relax his hold to let it slip, had it not been for a
very ingenious plan to which he had resorted. This consisted in his having made
a turn of the line around his neck before he attacked the swing, thus securing
a threefold control of the line,--one by his teeth, another by friction against
his neck, and a third by his ability to compress it between his cheek and
shoulder. It was quite evident now that the minutest details of a most
elaborate plan had been carefully worked out by him before beginning the task,
and that possibly weeks of difficult theoretical study had been consumed in the
mental preparation. As I observed him I was reminded of certain hitherto
unaccountable things which he had been doing for some weeks past--going through
certain hitherto inexplicable motions, undoubtedly for the purpose of training
his muscles for the immeasurably arduous labor which he was now performing.


A stupendous and seemingly impossible part of his task had
been accomplished. Could he reach the floor in safety? Gradually he worked
himself backward over the rail, in imminent danger of falling; but his nerve
never wavered, and I could see a wonderful light in his eyes. With something of
a lurch, his body fell against the outer side of the railing, to which he was
hanging by his chin, the line still held firmly in his teeth. Slowly he slipped
his chin from the rail, and then hung suspended by the line in his teeth. By
almost imperceptible degrees, with infinite caution, he descended the line,
and, finally, his unwieldy body rolled upon the floor, safe and unhurt!


What miracle would this superhuman monster next accomplish?
I was quick and strong, and was ready and able to intercept any dangerous act;
but not until danger appeared would I interfere with this extraordinary scene.


I must confess to astonishment upon having observed that
Neranya, instead of proceeding directly toward the sleeping rajah, took quite
another direction. Then it was only escape, after all, that the wretch
contemplated, and not the murder of the rajah. But how could he escape? The
only possible way to reach the outer air without great risk was by ascending
the stairs to the balcony and leaving by the corridor which opened upon it, and
thus fall into the hands of some British soldiers quartered thereabout, who
might conceive the idea of hiding him; but surely it was impossible for Neranya
to ascend that long flight of stairs! Nevertheless, he made directly for them,
his method of progression this: He lay upon his back, with the lower end of his
body toward the stairs; then bowed his spine upward, thus drawing his head and
shoulders a little forward; straightened, and then pushed the lower end of his
body forward a space equal to that through which he had drawn his head;
repeating this again and again, each time, while bending his spine, preventing
his head from slipping by pressing it against the floor. His progress was
laborious and slow, but sensible; and, finally, he arrived at the foot of the
stairs.


It was manifest that his insane purpose was to ascend them.
The desire for freedom must have been strong within him! Wriggling to an
upright position against the newel-post, he looked up at the great height which
he had to climb and sighed; but there was no dimming of the light in his eyes.
How could he accomplish the impossible task?


His solution of the problem was very simple, though daring
and perilous as all the rest. While leaning against the newel-post he let
himself fall diagonally upon the bottom step, where he lay partly hanging over,
but safe, on his side. Turning upon his back, he wriggled forward along the
step to the rail and raised himself to an upright position against it as he had
against the newel-post, fell as before, and landed on the second step. In this
manner, with inconceivable labor, he accomplished the ascent of the entire
flight of stairs.


It being apparent to me that the rajah was not the object of
Neranya's movements, the anxiety which I had felt on that account was now
entirely dissipated. The things which already he had accomplished were entirely
beyond the nimblest imagination. The sympathy which I had always felt for the
wretched man was now greatly quickened; and as infinitesimally small as I knew
his chances for escape to be, I nevertheless hoped that he would succeed. Any
assistance from me, however, was out of the question; and it never should be
known that I had witnessed the escape.


Neranya was now upon the balcony, and I could dimly see him
wriggling along toward the door which led out upon the balcony. Finally he
stopped and wriggled to an upright position against the rail, which had wide
openings between the balusters. His back was toward me, but he slowly turned
and faced me and the hall. At that great distance I could not distinguish his
features, but the slowness with which he had worked, even before he had fully
accomplished the ascent of the stairs, was evidence all too eloquent of his
extreme exhaustion. Nothing but a most desperate resolution could have
sustained him thus far, but he had drawn upon the last remnant of his strength.
He looked around the hall with a sweeping glance, and then down upon the rajah,
who was sleeping immediately beneath him, over twenty feet below. He looked
long and earnestly, sinking lower, and lower, and lower upon the rail. Suddenly,
to my inconceivable astonishment and dismay, he toppled through and shot
downward from his lofty height! I held my breath, expecting to see him crushed
upon the stone floor beneath; but instead of that he fell full upon the rajah's
breast, driving him through the cot to the floor. I sprang forward with a loud
cry for help, and was instantly at the scene of the catastrophe. With
indescribable horror I saw that Neranya's teeth were buried in the rajah's
throat! I tore the wretch away, but the blood was pouring from the rajah's
arteries, his chest was crushed in, and he was gasping in the agony of death.
People came running in, terrified. I turned to Neranya. He lay upon his back,
his face hideously smeared with blood. Murder, and not escape, had been his
intentions from the beginning; and he had employed the only method by which
there was ever a possibility of accomplishing it. I knelt beside him, and saw
that he too was dying; his back had been broken by the fall. He smiled sweetly
into my face, and a triumphant look of accomplished revenge sat upon his face
even in death.





End.
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Nurnberg at the time was not so much
exploited as it has been since then. Irving had not been playing Faust, and the
very name of the old town was hardly known to the great bulk of the travelling
public. My wife and I being in the second week of our honeymoon, naturally
wanted someone else to join our party, so that when the cheery stranger, Elias
P. Hutcheson, hailing from Isthmian City, Bleeding Gulch, Maple Tree County,
Neb. turned up at the station at Frankfort, and casually remarked that he was
going on to see the most all-fired old Methuselah of a town in Yurrup, and that
he guessed that so much travelling alone was enough to send an intelligent,
active citizen into the melancholy ward of a daft house, we took the pretty
broad hint and suggested that we should join forces. We found, on comparing
notes afterwards, that we had each intended to speak with some diffidence or
hesitation so as not to appear too eager, such not being a good compliment to
the success of our married life; but the effect was entirely marred by our both
beginning to speak at the same instant—stopping simultaneously and then going
on together again. Anyhow, no matter how, it was done; and Elias P. Hutcheson
became one of our party. Straightway Amelia and I found the pleasant benefit;
instead of quarrelling, as we had been doing, we found that the restraining
influence of a third party was such that we now took every opportunity of
spooning in odd corners. Amelia declares that ever since she has, as the result
of that experience, advised all her friends to take a friend on the honeymoon.
Well, we ‘did’ Nurnberg together, and much enjoyed the racy remarks of our
Transatlantic friend, who, from his quaint speech and his wonderful stock of
adventures, might have stepped out of a novel. We kept for the last object of
interest in the city to be visited the Burg, and on the day appointed for the
visit strolled round the outer wall of the city by the eastern side.


The Burg is seated on a rock dominating the town and an
immensely deep fosse guards it on the northern side. Nurnberg has been happy in
that it was never sacked; had it been it would certainly not be so spick and
span perfect as it is at present. The ditch has not been used for centuries,
and now its base is spread with tea-gardens and orchards, of which some of the
trees are of quite respectable growth. As we wandered round the wall, dawdling
in the hot July sunshine, we often paused to admire the views spread before us,
and in especial the great plain covered with towns and villages and bounded
with a blue line of hills, like a landscape of Claude Lorraine. From this we
always turned with new delight to the city itself, with its myriad of quaint
old gables and acre-wide red roofs dotted with dormer windows, tier upon tier.
A little to our right rose the towers of the Burg, and nearer still, standing
grim, the Torture Tower, which was, and is, perhaps, the most interesting place
in the city. For centuries the tradition of the Iron Virgin of Nurnberg has
been handed down as an instance of the horrors of cruelty of which man is
capable; we had long looked forward to seeing it; and here at last was its
home.


In one of our pauses we leaned over the wall of the moat and
looked down. The garden seemed quite fifty or sixty feet below us, and the sun
pouring into it with an intense, moveless heat like that of an oven. Beyond
rose the grey, grim wall seemingly of endless height, and losing itself right
and left in the angles of bastion and counterscarp. Trees and bushes crowned
the wall, and above again towered the lofty houses on whose massive beauty Time
has only set the hand of approval. The sun was hot and we were lazy; time was
our own, and we lingered, leaning on the wall. Just below us was a pretty
sight—a great black cat lying stretched in the sun, whilst round her gambolled
prettily a tiny black kitten. The mother would wave her tail for the kitten to
play with, or would raise her feet and push away the little one as an
encouragement to further play. They were just at the foot of the wall, and
Elias P. Hutcheson, in order to help the play, stooped and took from the walk a
moderate sized pebble.


‘See!’ he said, ‘I will drop it near the kitten, and they
will both wonder where it came from.’


‘Oh, be careful,’ said my wife; ‘you might hit the dear
little thing!’


‘Not me, ma’am,’ said Elias P. ‘Why, I’m as tender as a
Maine cherry-tree. Lor, bless ye. I wouldn’t hurt the poor pooty little critter
more’n I’d scalp a baby. An’ you may bet your variegated socks on that! See,
I’ll drop it fur away on the outside so’s not to go near her!’ Thus saying, he
leaned over and held his arm out at full length and dropped the stone. It may
be that there is some attractive force which draws lesser matters to greater;
or more probably that the wall was not plump but sloped to its base—we not
noticing the inclination from above; but the stone fell with a sickening thud
that came up to us through the hot air, right on the kitten’s head, and
shattered out its little brains then and there. The black cat cast a swift upward
glance, and we saw her eyes like green fire fixed an instant on Elias P.
Hutcheson; and then her attention was given to the kitten, which lay still with
just a quiver of her tiny limbs, whilst a thin red stream trickled from a
gaping wound. With a muffled cry, such as a human being might give, she bent
over the kitten licking its wounds and moaning. Suddenly she seemed to realise
that it was dead, and again threw her eyes up at us. I shall never forget the
sight, for she looked the perfect incarnation of hate. Her green eyes blazed
with lurid fire, and the white, sharp teeth seemed to almost shine through the
blood which dabbled her mouth and whiskers. She gnashed her teeth, and her
claws stood out stark and at full length on every paw. Then she made a wild
rush up the wall as if to reach us, but when the momentum ended fell back, and
further added to her horrible appearance for she fell on the kitten, and rose
with her black fur smeared with its brains and blood. Amelia turned quite
faint, and I had to lift her back from the wall. There was a seat close by in
shade of a spreading plane-tree, and here I placed her whilst she composed
herself. Then I went back to Hutcheson, who stood without moving, looking down
on the angry cat below.


As I joined him, he said:


‘Wall, I guess that air the savagest beast I ever see—’cept
once when an Apache squaw had an edge on a half-breed what they nicknamed
“Splinters” ‘cos of the way he fixed up her papoose which he stole on a raid
just to show that he appreciated the way they had given his mother the fire
torture. She got that kinder look so set on her face that it jest seemed to
grow there. She followed Splinters mor’n three year till at last the braves got
him and handed him over to her. They did say that no man, white or Injun, had
ever been so long a-dying under the tortures of the Apaches. The only time I
ever see her smile was when I wiped her out. I kem on the camp just in time to
see Splinters pass in his checks, and he wasn’t sorry to go either. He was a
hard citizen, and though I never could shake with him after that papoose
business—for it was bitter bad, and he should have been a white man, for he
looked like one—I see he had got paid out in full. Durn me, but I took a piece
of his hide from one of his skinnin’ posts an’ had it made into a pocket-book.
It’s here now!’ and he slapped the breast pocket of his coat.


Whilst he was speaking the cat was continuing her frantic
efforts to get up the wall. She would take a run back and then charge up,
sometimes reaching an incredible height. She did not seem to mind the heavy
fall which she get each time but started with renewed vigour; and at every
tumble her appearance became more horrible. Hutcheson was a kind-hearted man—my
wife and I had both noticed little acts of kindness to animals as well as to
persons—and he seemed concerned at the state of fury to which the cat had
wrought herself.


‘Wall, now!’ he said, ‘I du declare that that poor critter
seems quite desperate. There! there! poor thing, it was all an accident—though
that won’t bring back your little one to you. Say! I wouldn’t have had such a
thing happen for a thousand! Just shows what a clumsy fool of a man can do when
he tries to play! Seems I’m too darned slipperhanded to even play with a cat.
Say Colonel!’ it was a pleasant way he had to bestow titles freely—’I hope your
wife don’t hold no grudge against me on account of this unpleasantness? Why, I
wouldn’t have had it occur on no account.’


He came over to Amelia and apologised profusely, and she
with her usual kindness of heart hastened to assure him that she quite
understood that it was an accident. Then we all went again to the wall and
looked over.


The cat missing Hutcheson’s face had drawn back across the
moat, and was sitting on her haunches as though ready to spring. Indeed, the
very instant she saw him she did spring, and with a blind unreasoning fury,
which would have been grotesque, only that it was so frightfully real. She did
not try to run up the wall, but simply launched herself at him as though hate
and fury could lend her wings to pass straight through the great distance
between them. Amelia, womanlike, got quite concerned, and said to Elias P. in a
warning voice:


‘Oh! you must be very careful. That animal would try to kill
you if she were here; her eyes look like positive murder.’


He laughed out jovially. ‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ he said, ‘but I
can’t help laughin’. Fancy a man that has fought grizzlies an’ Injuns bein’
careful of bein’ murdered by a cat!’


When the cat heard him laugh, her whole demeanour seemed to
change. She no longer tried to jump or run up the wall, but went quietly over,
and sitting again beside the dead kitten began to lick and fondle it as though
it were alive.


‘See!’ said I, ‘the effect of a really strong man. Even that
animal in the midst of her fury recognises the voice of a master, and bows to
him!’


‘Like a squaw!’ was the only comment of Elias P. Hutcheson,
as we moved on our way round the city fosse. Every now and then we looked over
the wall and each time saw the cat following us. At first she had kept going
back to the dead kitten, and then as the distance grew greater took it in her
mouth and so followed. After a while, however, she abandoned this, for we saw
her following all alone; she had evidently hidden the body somewhere. Amelia’s
alarm grew at the cat’s persistence, and more than once she repeated her
warning; but the American always laughed with amusement, till finally, seeing
that she was beginning to be worried, he said:


‘I say, ma’am, you needn’t be skeered over that cat. I go
heeled, I du!’ Here he slapped his pistol pocket at the back of his lumbar
region. ‘Why sooner’n have you worried, I’ll shoot the critter, right here, an’
risk the police interferin’ with a citizen of the United States for carryin’
arms contrairy to reg’lations!’ As he spoke he looked over the wall, but the
cat on seeing him, retreated, with a growl, into a bed of tall flowers, and was
hidden. He went on: ‘Blest if that ar critter ain’t got more sense of what’s
good for her than most Christians. I guess we’ve seen the last of her! You bet,
she’ll go back now to that busted kitten and have a private funeral of it, all
to herself!’


Amelia did not like to say more, lest he might, in mistaken
kindness to her, fulfil his threat of shooting the cat: and so we went on and
crossed the little wooden bridge leading to the gateway whence ran the steep
paved roadway between the Burg and the pentagonal Torture Tower. As we crossed
the bridge we saw the cat again down below us. When she saw us her fury seemed
to return, and she made frantic efforts to get up the steep wall. Hutcheson
laughed as he looked down at her, and said:


‘Goodbye, old girl. Sorry I injured your feelin’s, but
you’ll get over it in time! So long!’ And then we passed through the long, dim
archway and came to the gate of the Burg.


When we came out again after our survey of this most
beautiful old place which not even the well-intentioned efforts of the Gothic
restorers of forty years ago have been able to spoil—though their restoration
was then glaring white—we seemed to have quite forgotten the unpleasant episode
of the morning. The old lime tree with its great trunk gnarled with the passing
of nearly nine centuries, the deep well cut through the heart of the rock by
those captives of old, and the lovely view from the city wall whence we heard,
spread over almost a full quarter of an hour, the multitudinous chimes of the
city, had all helped to wipe out from our minds the incident of the slain
kitten.


We were the only visitors who had entered the Torture Tower
that morning—so at least said the old custodian—and as we had the place all to
ourselves were able to make a minute and more satisfactory survey than would
have otherwise been possible. The custodian, looking to us as the sole source of
his gains for the day, was willing to meet our wishes in any way. The Torture
Tower is truly a grim place, even now when many thousands of visitors have sent
a stream of life, and the joy that follows life, into the place; but at the
time I mention it wore its grimmest and most gruesome aspect. The dust of ages
seemed to have settled on it, and the darkness and the horror of its memories
seem to have become sentient in a way that would have satisfied the Pantheistic
souls of Philo or Spinoza. The lower chamber where we entered was seemingly, in
its normal state, filled with incarnate darkness; even the hot sunlight
streaming in through the door seemed to be lost in the vast thickness of the
walls, and only showed the masonry rough as when the builder’s scaffolding had
come down, but coated with dust and marked here and there with patches of dark
stain which, if walls could speak, could have given their own dread memories of
fear and pain. We were glad to pass up the dusty wooden staircase, the
custodian leaving the outer door open to light us somewhat on our way; for to
our eyes the one long-wick’d, evil-smelling candle stuck in a sconce on the
wall gave an inadequate light. When we came up through the open trap in the
corner of the chamber overhead, Amelia held on to me so tightly that I could
actually feel her heart beat. I must say for my own part that I was not
surprised at her fear, for this room was even more gruesome than that below.
Here there was certainly more light, but only just sufficient to realise the
horrible surroundings of the place. The builders of the tower had evidently
intended that only they who should gain the top should have any of the joys of
light and prospect. There, as we had noticed from below, were ranges of
windows, albeit of mediaeval smallness, but elsewhere in the tower were only a
very few narrow slits such as were habitual in places of mediaeval defence. A
few of these only lit the chamber, and these so high up in the wall that from
no part could the sky be seen through the thickness of the walls. In racks, and
leaning in disorder against the walls, were a number of headsmen’s swords,
great double-handed weapons with broad blade and keen edge. Hard by were
several blocks whereon the necks of the victims had lain, with here and there
deep notches where the steel had bitten through the guard of flesh and shored
into the wood. Round the chamber, placed in all sorts of irregular ways, were
many implements of torture which made one’s heart ache to see—chairs full of
spikes which gave instant and excruciating pain; chairs and couches with dull
knobs whose torture was seemingly less, but which, though slower, were equally
efficacious; racks, belts, boots, gloves, collars, all made for compressing at
will; steel baskets in which the head could be slowly crushed into a pulp if
necessary; watchmen’s hooks with long handle and knife that cut at
resistance—this a speciality of the old Nurnberg police system; and many, many
other devices for man’s injury to man. Amelia grew quite pale with the horror
of the things, but fortunately did not faint, for being a little overcome she
sat down on a torture chair, but jumped up again with a shriek, all tendency to
faint gone. We both pretended that it was the injury done to her dress by the
dust of the chair, and the rusty spikes which had upset her, and Mr. Hutcheson
acquiesced in accepting the explanation with a kind-hearted laugh.


But the central object in the whole of this chamber of
horrors was the engine known as the Iron Virgin, which stood near the centre of
the room. It was a rudely-shaped figure of a woman, something of the bell
order, or, to make a closer comparison, of the figure of Mrs. Noah in the
children’s Ark, but without that slimness of waist and perfect rondeur of hip
which marks the aesthetic type of the Noah family. One would hardly have
recognised it as intended for a human figure at all had not the founder shaped
on the forehead a rude semblance of a woman’s face. This machine was coated
with rust without, and covered with dust; a rope was fastened to a ring in the
front of the figure, about where the waist should have been, and was drawn
through a pulley, fastened on the wooden pillar which sustained the flooring
above. The custodian pulling this rope showed that a section of the front was
hinged like a door at one side; we then saw that the engine was of considerable
thickness, leaving just room enough inside for a man to be placed. The door was
of equal thickness and of great weight, for it took the custodian all his
strength, aided though he was by the contrivance of the pulley, to open it.
This weight was partly due to the fact that the door was of manifest purpose
hung so as to throw its weight downwards, so that it might shut of its own
accord when the strain was released. The inside was honeycombed with rust—nay
more, the rust alone that comes through time would hardly have eaten so deep
into the iron walls; the rust of the cruel stains was deep indeed! It was only,
however, when we came to look at the inside of the door that the diabolical
intention was manifest to the full. Here were several long spikes, square and
massive, broad at the base and sharp at the points, placed in such a position
that when the door should close the upper ones would pierce the eyes of the
victim, and the lower ones his heart and vitals. The sight was too much for
poor Amelia, and this time she fainted dead off, and I had to carry her down
the stairs, and place her on a bench outside till she recovered. That she felt
it to the quick was afterwards shown by the fact that my eldest son bears to
this day a rude birthmark on his breast, which has, by family consent, been
accepted as representing the Nurnberg Virgin.


When we got back to the chamber we found Hutcheson still
opposite the Iron Virgin; he had been evidently philosophising, and now gave us
the benefit of his thought in the shape of a sort of exordium.


‘Wall, I guess I’ve been learnin’ somethin’ here while madam
has been gettin’ over her faint. ‘Pears to me that we’re a long way behind the
times on our side of the big drink. We uster think out on the plains that the
Injun could give us points in tryin’ to make a man uncomfortable; but I guess
your old mediaeval law-and-order party could raise him every time. Splinters
was pretty good in his bluff on the squaw, but this here young miss held a
straight flush all high on him. The points of them spikes air sharp enough
still, though even the edges air eaten out by what uster be on them. It’d be a
good thing for our Indian section to get some specimens of this here play-toy
to send round to the Reservations jest to knock the stuffin’ out of the bucks,
and the squaws too, by showing them as how old civilisation lays over them at
their best. Guess but I’ll get in that box a minute jest to see how it feels!’


‘Oh no! no!’ said Amelia. ‘It is too terrible!’


‘Guess, ma’am, nothin’s too terrible to the explorin’ mind.
I’ve been in some queer places in my time. Spent a night inside a dead horse
while a prairie fire swept over me in Montana Territory—an’ another time slept
inside a dead buffler when the Comanches was on the war path an’ I didn’t keer
to leave my kyard on them. I’ve been two days in a caved-in tunnel in the Billy
Broncho gold mine in New Mexico, an’ was one of the four shut up for three
parts of a day in the caisson what slid over on her side when we was settin’
the foundations of the Buffalo Bridge. I’ve not funked an odd experience yet,
an’ I don’t propose to begin now!’


We saw that he was set on the experiment, so I said: ‘Well,
hurry up, old man, and get through it quick!’


‘All right, General,’ said he, ‘but I calculate we ain’t
quite ready yet. The gentlemen, my predecessors, what stood in that thar
canister, didn’t volunteer for the office—not much! And I guess there was some
ornamental tyin’ up before the big stroke was made. I want to go into this
thing fair and square, so I must get fixed up proper first. I dare say this old
galoot can rise some string and tie me up accordin’ to sample?’


This was said interrogatively to the old custodian, but the
latter, who understood the drift of his speech, though perhaps not appreciating
to the full the niceties of dialect and imagery, shook his head. His protest
was, however, only formal and made to be overcome. The American thrust a gold
piece into his hand, saying: ‘Take it, pard! it’s your pot; and don’t be
skeer’d. This ain’t no necktie party that you’re asked to assist in!’ He
produced some thin frayed rope and proceeded to bind our companion with
sufficient strictness for the purpose. When the upper part of his body was
bound, Hutcheson said:


‘Hold on a moment, Judge. Guess I’m too heavy for you to
tote into the canister. You jest let me walk in, and then you can wash up
regardin’ my legs!’


Whilst speaking he had backed himself into the opening which
was just enough to hold him. It was a close fit and no mistake. Amelia looked
on with fear in her eyes, but she evidently did not like to say anything. Then
the custodian completed his task by tying the American’s feet together so that
he was now absolutely helpless and fixed in his voluntary prison. He seemed to
really enjoy it, and the incipient smile which was habitual to his face
blossomed into actuality as he said:


‘Guess this here Eve was made out of the rib of a dwarf!
There ain’t much room for a full-grown citizen of the United States to hustle.
We uster make our coffins more roomier in Idaho territory. Now, Judge, you jest
begin to let this door down, slow, on to me. I want to feel the same pleasure
as the other jays had when those spikes began to move toward their eyes!’


‘Oh no! no! no!’ broke in Amelia hysterically. ‘It is too
terrible! I can’t bear to see it!—I can’t! I can’t!’ But the American was
obdurate. ‘Say, Colonel,’ said he, ‘why not take Madame for a little promenade?
I wouldn’t hurt her feelin’s for the world; but now that I am here, havin’ kem
eight thousand miles, wouldn’t it be too hard to give up the very experience
I’ve been pinin’ an’ pantin’ fur? A man can’t get to feel like canned goods
every time! Me and the Judge here’ll fix up this thing in no time, an’ then
you’ll come back, an’ we’ll all laugh together!’


Once more the resolution that is born of curiosity
triumphed, and Amelia stayed holding tight to my arm and shivering whilst the
custodian began to slacken slowly inch by inch the rope that held back the iron
door. Hutcheson’s face was positively radiant as his eyes followed the first
movement of the spikes.


‘Wall!’ he said, ‘I guess I’ve not had enjoyment like this
since I left Noo York. Bar a scrap with a French sailor at Wapping—an’ that
warn’t much of a picnic neither—I’ve not had a show fur real pleasure in this
dod-rotted Continent, where there ain’t no b’ars nor no Injuns, an’ wheer nary
man goes heeled. Slow there, Judge! Don’t you rush this business! I want a show
for my money this game—I du!’


The custodian must have had in him some of the blood of his
predecessors in that ghastly tower, for he worked the engine with a deliberate
and excruciating slowness which after five minutes, in which the outer edge of
the door had not moved half as many inches, began to overcome Amelia. I saw her
lips whiten, and felt her hold upon my arm relax. I looked around an instant
for a place whereon to lay her, and when I looked at her again found that her
eye had become fixed on the side of the Virgin. Following its direction I saw
the black cat crouching out of sight. Her green eyes shone like danger lamps in
the gloom of the place, and their colour was heightened by the blood which
still smeared her coat and reddened her mouth. I cried out:


‘The cat! look out for the cat!’ for even then she sprang
out before the engine. At this moment she looked like a triumphant demon. Her
eyes blazed with ferocity, her hair bristled out till she seemed twice her
normal size, and her tail lashed about as does a tiger’s when the quarry is
before it. Elias P. Hutcheson when he saw her was amused, and his eyes
positively sparkled with fun as he said:


‘Darned if the squaw hain’t got on all her war paint! Jest
give her a shove off if she comes any of her tricks on me, for I’m so fixed
everlastingly by the boss, that durn my skin if I can keep my eyes from her if
she wants them! Easy there, Judge! don’t you slack that ar rope or I’m
euchered!’


At this moment Amelia completed her faint, and I had to
clutch hold of her round the waist or she would have fallen to the floor.
Whilst attending to her I saw the black cat crouching for a spring, and jumped
up to turn the creature out.


But at that instant, with a sort of hellish scream, she
hurled herself, not as we expected at Hutcheson, but straight at the face of
the custodian. Her claws seemed to be tearing wildly as one sees in the Chinese
drawings of the dragon rampant, and as I looked I saw one of them light on the
poor man’s eye, and actually tear through it and down his cheek, leaving a wide
band of red where the blood seemed to spurt from every vein.


With a yell of sheer terror which came quicker than even his
sense of pain, the man leaped back, dropping as he did so the rope which held
back the iron door. I jumped for it, but was too late, for the cord ran like
lightning through the pulley-block, and the heavy mass fell forward from its
own weight.


As the door closed I caught a glimpse of our poor
companion’s face. He seemed frozen with terror. His eyes stared with a horrible
anguish as if dazed, and no sound came from his lips.


And then the spikes did their work. Happily the end was
quick, for when I wrenched open the door they had pierced so deep that they had
locked in the bones of the skull through which they had crushed, and actually
tore him—it—out of his iron prison till, bound as he was, he fell at full
length with a sickly thud upon the floor, the face turning upward as he fell.


I rushed to my wife, lifted her up and carried her out, for
I feared for her very reason if she should wake from her faint to such a scene.
I laid her on the bench outside and ran back. Leaning against the wooden column
was the custodian moaning in pain whilst he held his reddening handkerchief to
his eyes. And sitting on the head of the poor American was the cat, purring
loudly as she licked the blood which trickled through the gashed socket of his
eyes.


I think no one will call me cruel because I seized one of
the old executioner’s swords and shore her in two as she sat.





End.
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I had seen the Magic Shop from afar several
times; I had passed it once or twice, a shop window of alluring little objects,
magic balls, magic hens, wonderful cones, ventriloquist dolls, the material of
the basket trick, packs of cards that looked all right, and all that sort of
thing, but never had I thought of going in until one day, almost without
warning, Gip hauled me by my finger right up to the window, and so conducted
himself that there was nothing for it but to take him in. I had not thought the
place was there, to tell the truth--a modest-sized frontage in Regent Street,
between the picture shop and the place where the chicks run about just out of
patent incubators, but there it was sure enough. I had fancied it was down
nearer the Circus, or round the corner in Oxford Street, or even in Holborn;
always over the way and a little inaccessible it had been, with something of
the mirage in its position; but here it was now quite indisputably, and the fat
end of Gip's pointing finger made a noise upon the glass.


"If I was rich," said Gip,
dabbing a finger at the Disappearing Egg, "I'd buy myself that. And
that"--which was The Crying Baby, Very Human --and that," which was a
mystery, and called, so a neat card asserted, "Buy One and Astonish Your
Friends."


"Anything," said Gip,
"will disappear under one of those cones. I have read about it in a book.


"And there, dadda, is the
Vanishing Halfpenny--, only they've put it this way up so's we can't see how
it's done."


Gip, dear boy, inherits his mother's
breeding, and he did not propose to enter the shop or worry in any way; only,
you know, quite unconsciously he lugged my finger doorward, and he made his
interest clear.


"That," he said, and
pointed to the Magic Bottle.


"If you had that?" I said;
at which promising inquiry he looked up with a sudden radiance.


"I could show it to
Jessie," he said, thoughtful as ever of others.


"It's less than a hundred days
to your birthday, Gibbles," I said, and laid my hand on the door-handle.


Gip made no answer, but his grip
tightened on my finger, and so we came into the shop.


It was no common shop this; it was a
magic shop, and all the prancing precedence Gip would have taken in the matter
of mere toys was wanting. He left the burthen of the conversation to me.


It was a little, narrow shop, not
very well lit, and the door-bell pinged again with a plaintive note as we
closed it behind us. For a moment or so we were alone and could glance about
us. There was a tiger in papier-mache on the glass case that covered the low
counter--a grave, kind-eyed tiger that waggled his head in a methodical manner;
there were several crystal spheres, a china hand holding magic cards, a stock
of magic fish-bowls in various sizes, and an immodest magic hat that
shamelessly displayed its springs. On the floor were magic mirrors; one to draw
you out long and thin, one to swell your head and vanish your legs, and one to
make you short and fat like a draught; and while we were laughing at these the
shopman, as I suppose, came in.


At any rate, there he was behind the
counter--a curious, sallow, dark man, with one ear larger than the other and a
chin like the toe-cap of a boot.


"What can we have the
pleasure?" he said, spreading his long, magic fingers on the glass case;
and so with a start we were aware of him.


"I want," I said, "to
buy my little boy a few simple tricks."


"Legerdemain?" he asked.
"Mechanical? Domestic?"


"Anything amusing?" said
I.


"Um!" said the shopman,
and scratched his head for a moment as if thinking. Then, quite distinctly, he
drew from his head a glass ball. "Something in this way?" he said,
and held it out.


The action was unexpected. I had
seen the trick done at entertainments endless times before--it's part of the
common stock of conjurers-- but I had not expected it here.


"That's good," I said,
with a laugh.


"Isn't it?" said the
shopman.


Gip stretched out his disengaged
hand to take this object and found merely a blank palm.


"It's in your pocket,"
said the shopman, and there it was!


"How much will that be?" I
asked.


"We make no charge for glass
balls," said the shopman politely. "We get them,"--he picked one
out of his elbow as he spoke--"free." He produced another from the
back of his neck, and laid it beside its predecessor on the counter. Gip
regarded his glass ball sagely, then directed a look of inquiry at the two on
the counter, and finally brought his round-eyed scrutiny to the shopman, who
smiled.


"You may have those too,"
said the shopman, "and, if you don't mind, one from my mouth. So!"


Gip counselled me mutely for a moment,
and then in a profound silence put away the four balls, resumed my reassuring
finger, and nerved himself for the next event.


"We get all our smaller tricks
in that way," the shopman remarked.


I laughed in the manner of one who
subscribes to a jest. "Instead of going to the wholesale shop," I
said. "Of course, it's cheaper."


"In a way," the shopman
said. "Though we pay in the end. But not so heavily--as people suppose. .
. . Our larger tricks, and our daily provisions and all the other things we
want, we get out of that hat. . . And you know, sir, if you'll excuse my saying
it, there isn't a wholesale shop, not for Genuine Magic goods, sir. I don't
know if you noticed our inscription--the Genuine Magic shop." He drew a
business-card from his cheek and handed it to me. "Genuine," he said,
with his finger on the word, and added, "There is absolutely no deception,
sir."


He seemed to be carrying out the
joke pretty thoroughly, I thought.


He turned to Gip with a smile of
remarkable affability. "You, you know, are the Right Sort of Boy."


I was surprised at his knowing that,
because, in the interests of discipline, we keep it rather a secret even at
home; but Gip received it in unflinching silence, keeping a steadfast eye on
him.


"It's only the Right Sort of
Boy gets through that doorway."


And, as if by way of illustration,
there came a rattling at the door, and a squeaking little voice could be
faintly heard. "Nyar! I warn 'a go in there, dadda, I warn 'a go in there.
Ny-a-a-ah!" and then the accents of a down-trodden parent, urging
consolations and propitiations. "It's locked, Edward," he said.


"But it isn't," said I.


"It is, sir," said the
shopman, "always--for that sort of child," and as he spoke we had a
glimpse of the other youngster, a little, white face, pallid from sweet-eating
and over-sapid food, and distorted by evil passions, a ruthless little egotist,
pawing at the enchanted pane. "It's no good, sir," said the shopman,
as I moved, with my natural helpfulness, doorward, and presently the spoilt
child was carried off howling.


"How do you manage that?"
I said, breathing a little more freely.


"Magic!" said the shopman,
with a careless wave of the hand, and behold! sparks of coloured fire flew out
of his fingers and vanished into the shadows of the shop.


"You were saying," he
said, addressing himself to Gip, "before you came in, that you would like
one of our 'Buy One and Astonish your Friends' boxes?"


Gip, after a gallant effort, said
"Yes."


"It's in your pocket."


And leaning over the counter--he
really had an extraordinarily long body--this amazing person produced the
article in the customary conjurer's manner. "Paper," he said, and
took a sheet out of the empty hat with the springs; "string," and
behold his mouth was a string-box, from which he drew an unending thread, which
when he had tied his parcel he bit off--and, it seemed to me, swallowed the
ball of string. And then he lit a candle at the nose of one of the
ventriloquist's dummies, stuck one of his fingers (which had become sealing-wax
red) into the flame, and so sealed the parcel. "Then there was the
Disappearing Egg," he remarked, and produced one from within my
coat-breast and packed it, and also The Crying Baby, Very Human. I handed each
parcel to Gip as it was ready, and he clasped them to his chest.


He said very little, but his eyes
were eloquent; the clutch of his arms was eloquent. He was the playground of
unspeakable emotions. These, you know, were real Magics. Then, with a start, I
discovered something moving about in my hat--something soft and jumpy. I
whipped it off, and a ruffled pigeon--no doubt a confederate--dropped out and
ran on the counter, and went, I fancy, into a cardboard box behind the
papier-mache tiger.


"Tut, tut!" said the
shopman, dexterously relieving me of my headdress; "careless bird, and--as
I live--nesting!"


He shook my hat, and shook out into
his extended hand two or three eggs, a large marble, a watch, about
half-a-dozen of the inevitable glass balls, and then crumpled, crinkled paper,
more and more and more, talking all the time of the way in which people neglect
to brush their hats inside as well as out, politely, of course, but with a
certain personal application. "All sorts of things accumulate, sir. . . .
Not you, of course, in particular. . . . Nearly every customer. . . .
Astonishing what they carry about with them. . . ." The crumpled paper
rose and billowed on the counter more and more and more, until he was nearly
hidden from us, until he was altogether hidden, and still his voice went on and
on. "We none of us know what the fair semblance of a human being may
conceal, sir. Are we all then no better than brushed exteriors, whited
sepulchres--"


His voice stopped--exactly like when
you hit a neighbour's gramophone with a well-aimed brick, the same instant
silence, and the rustle of the paper stopped, and everything was still. . . .


"Have you done with my
hat?" I said, after an interval.


There was no answer.


I stared at Gip, and Gip stared at
me, and there were our distortions in the magic mirrors, looking very rum, and
grave, and quiet. . . .


"I think we'll go now," I
said. "Will you tell me how much all this comes to? . . . .


"I say," I said, on a
rather louder note, "I want the bill; and my hat, please."


It might have been a sniff from
behind the paper pile. . . .


"Let's look behind the counter,
Gip," I said. "He's making fun of us."


I led Gip round the head-wagging
tiger, and what do you think there was behind the counter? No one at all! Only
my hat on the floor, and a common conjurer's lop-eared white rabbit lost in
meditation, and looking as stupid and crumpled as only a conjurer's rabbit can
do. I resumed my hat, and the rabbit lolloped a lollop or so out of my way.


"Dadda!" said Gip, in a
guilty whisper.


"What is it, Gip?" said I.


"I do like this shop,
dadda."


"So should I," I said to
myself, "if the counter wouldn't suddenly extend itself to shut one off
from the door." But I didn't call Gip's attention to that.
"Pussy!" he said, with a hand out to the rabbit as it came lolloping
past us; "Pussy, do Gip a magic!" and his eyes followed it as it
squeezed through a door I had certainly not remarked a moment before. Then this
door opened wider, and the man with one ear larger than the other appeared
again. He was smiling still, but his eye met mine with something between
amusement and defiance. "You'd like to see our show-room, sir," he
said, with an innocent suavity. Gip tugged my finger forward. I glanced at the
counter and met the shopman's eye again. I was beginning to think the magic
just a little too genuine. "We haven't VERY much time," I said. But
somehow we were inside the show-room before I could finish that.


"All goods of the same
quality," said the shopman, rubbing his flexible hands together, "and
that is the Best. Nothing in the place that isn't genuine Magic, and warranted
thoroughly rum. Excuse me, sir!"


I felt him pull at something that
clung to my coat-sleeve, and then I saw he held a little, wriggling red demon
by the tail--the little creature bit and fought and tried to get at his
hand--and in a moment he tossed it carelessly behind a counter. No doubt the
thing was only an image of twisted indiarubber, but for the moment--! And his
gesture was exactly that of a man who handles some petty biting bit of vermin.
I glanced at Gip, but Gip was looking at a magic rocking- horse. I was glad he
hadn't seen the thing. "I say," I said, in an undertone, and
indicating Gip and the red demon with my eyes, "you haven't many things
like that about, have you?"


"None of ours! Probably brought
it with you," said the shopman-- also in an undertone, and with a more
dazzling smile than ever. "Astonishing what people will carry about with
them unawares!" And then to Gip, "Do you see anything you fancy
here?"


There were many things that Gip
fancied there.


He turned to this astonishing
tradesman with mingled confidence and respect. "Is that a Magic
Sword?" he said.


"A Magic Toy Sword. It neither
bends, breaks, nor cuts the fingers. It renders the bearer invincible in battle
against any one under eighteen. Half-a-crown to seven and sixpence, according
to size. These panoplies on cards are for juvenile knights-errant and very
useful-- shield of safety, sandals of swiftness, helmet of invisibility."


"Oh, daddy!" gasped Gip.


I tried to find out what they cost,
but the shopman did not heed me. He had got Gip now; he had got him away from
my finger; he had embarked upon the exposition of all his confounded stock, and
nothing was going to stop him. Presently I saw with a qualm of distrust and
something very like jealousy that Gip had hold of this person's finger as
usually he has hold of mine. No doubt the fellow was interesting, I thought,
and had an interestingly faked lot of stuff, really good faked stuff, still--


I wandered after them, saying very
little, but keeping an eye on this prestidigital fellow. After all, Gip was
enjoying it. And no doubt when the time came to go we should be able to go
quite easily.


It was a long, rambling place, that
show-room, a gallery broken up by stands and stalls and pillars, with archways
leading off to other departments, in which the queerest-looking assistants
loafed and stared at one, and with perplexing mirrors and curtains. So
perplexing, indeed, were these that I was presently unable to make out the door
by which we had come.


The shopman showed Gip magic trains
that ran without steam or clockwork, just as you set the signals, and then some
very, very valuable boxes of soldiers that all came alive directly you took off
the lid and said--. I myself haven't a very quick ear and it was a tongue- twisting
sound, but Gip--he has his mother's ear--got it in no time. "Bravo!"
said the shopman, putting the men back into the box unceremoniously and handing
it to Gip. "Now," said the shopman, and in a moment Gip had made them
all alive again.


"You'll take that box?"
asked the shopman.


"We'll take that box,"
said I, "unless you charge its full value. In which case it would need a
Trust Magnate--"


"Dear heart! No!" and the
shopman swept the little men back again, shut the lid, waved the box in the
air, and there it was, in brown paper, tied up and--with Gip's full name and
address on the paper!


The shopman laughed at my amazement.


"This is the genuine
magic," he said. "The real thing."


"It's a little too genuine for
my taste," I said again.


After that he fell to showing Gip
tricks, odd tricks, and still odder the way they were done. He explained them,
he turned them inside out, and there was the dear little chap nodding his busy
bit of a head in the sagest manner.


I did not attend as well as I might.
"Hey, presto!" said the Magic Shopman, and then would come the clear,
small "Hey, presto!" of the boy. But I was distracted by other
things. It was being borne in upon me just how tremendously rum this place was;
it was, so to speak, inundated by a sense of rumness. There was something a
little rum about the fixtures even, about the ceiling, about the floor, about
the casually distributed chairs. I had a queer feeling that whenever I wasn't
looking at them straight they went askew, and moved about, and played a noiseless
puss-in-the-corner behind my back. And the cornice had a serpentine design with
masks--masks altogether too expressive for proper plaster.


Then abruptly my attention was
caught by one of the odd-looking assistants. He was some way off and evidently
unaware of my presence-- I saw a sort of three-quarter length of him over a
pile of toys and through an arch--and, you know, he was leaning against a
pillar in an idle sort of way doing the most horrid things with his features!
The particular horrid thing he did was with his nose. He did it just as though
he was idle and wanted to amuse himself. First of all it was a short, blobby
nose, and then suddenly he shot it out like a telescope, and then out it flew
and became thinner and thinner until it was like a long, red, flexible whip.
Like a thing in a nightmare it was! He flourished it about and flung it forth
as a fly-fisher flings his line.


My instant thought was that Gip
mustn't see him. I turned about, and there was Gip quite preoccupied with the shopman,
and thinking no evil. They were whispering together and looking at me. Gip was
standing on a little stool, and the shopman was holding a sort of big drum in
his hand.


"Hide and seek, dadda!"
cried Gip. "You're He!"


And before I could do anything to
prevent it, the shopman had clapped the big drum over him. I saw what was up
directly. "Take that off," I cried, "this instant! You'll
frighten the boy. Take it off!"


The shopman with the unequal ears
did so without a word, and held the big cylinder towards me to show its
emptiness. And the little stool was vacant! In that instant my boy had utterly
disappeared? . . .


You know, perhaps, that sinister
something that comes like a hand out of the unseen and grips your heart about.
You know it takes your common self away and leaves you tense and deliberate,
neither slow nor hasty, neither angry nor afraid. So it was with me.


I came up to this grinning shopman
and kicked his stool aside.


"Stop this folly!" I said.
"Where is my boy?"


"You see," he said, still
displaying the drum's interior, "there is no deception---"


I put out my hand to grip him, and
he eluded me by a dexterous movement. I snatched again, and he turned from me
and pushed open a door to escape. "Stop!" I said, and he laughed,
receding. I leapt after him--into utter darkness.


THUD!


"Lor' bless my 'eart! I didn't
see you coming, sir!"


I was in Regent Street, and I had
collided with a decent-looking working man; and a yard away, perhaps, and
looking a little perplexed with himself, was Gip. There was some sort of
apology, and then Gip had turned and come to me with a bright little smile, as
though for a moment he had missed me.


And he was carrying four parcels in
his arm!


He secured immediate possession of
my finger.


For the second I was rather at a loss.
I stared round to see the door of the magic shop, and, behold, it was not
there! There was no door, no shop, nothing, only the common pilaster between
the shop where they sell pictures and the window with the chicks! . . .


I did the only thing possible in
that mental tumult; I walked straight to the kerbstone and held up my umbrella
for a cab.


"'Ansoms," said Gip, in a
note of culminating exultation.


I helped him in, recalled my address
with an effort, and got in also. Something unusual proclaimed itself in my
tail-coat pocket, and I felt and discovered a glass ball. With a petulant
expression I flung it into the street.


Gip said nothing.


For a space neither of us spoke.


"Dada!" said Gip, at last,
"that was a proper shop!"


I came round with that to the problem
of just how the whole thing had seemed to him. He looked completely
undamaged--so far, good; he was neither scared nor unhinged, he was simply
tremendously satisfied with the afternoon's entertainment, and there in his
arms were the four parcels.


Confound it! what could be in them?


"Um!" I said. "Little
boys can't go to shops like that every day."


He received this with his usual
stoicism, and for a moment I was sorry I was his father and not his mother, and
so couldn't suddenly there, coram publico, in our hansom, kiss him. After all,
I thought, the thing wasn't so very bad.


But it was only when we opened the
parcels that I really began to be reassured. Three of them contained boxes of
soldiers, quite ordinary lead soldiers, but of so good a quality as to make Gip
altogether forget that originally these parcels had been Magic Tricks of the
only genuine sort, and the fourth contained a kitten, a little living white
kitten, in excellent health and appetite and temper.


I saw this unpacking with a sort of
provisional relief. I hung about in the nursery for quite an unconscionable
time. . . .


That happened six months ago. And
now I am beginning to believe it is all right. The kitten had only the magic
natural to all kittens, and the soldiers seem as steady a company as any
colonel could desire. And Gip--?


The intelligent parent will
understand that I have to go cautiously with Gip.


But I went so far as this one day. I
said, "How would you like your soldiers to come alive, Gip, and march
about by themselves?"


"Mine do," said Gip.
"I just have to say a word I know before I open the lid."


"Then they march about
alone?"


"Oh, quite, dadda. I shouldn't
like them if they didn't do that."


I displayed no unbecoming surprise,
and since then I have taken occasion to drop in upon him once or twice,
unannounced, when the soldiers were about, but so far I have never discovered
them performing in anything like a magical manner.


It's so difficult to tell.


There's also a question of finance.
I have an incurable habit of paying bills. I have been up and down Regent
Street several times, looking for that shop. I am inclined to think, indeed,
that in that matter honour is satisfied, and that, since Gip's name and address
are known to them, I may very well leave it to these people, whoever they may
be, to send in their bill in their own time.





End.










Thank
you for reading.
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