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Even a man who is pure in heart

And says his prayers by night

May become a wolf when the wolfbane blooms

And the autumn moon is bright.

—Maleva, The Wolf Man, 1941     
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The Were-Wolf


Marie de France


tr. J. L. Weston 1904


ca. 1170 / 1904








Sir Marrok, the good knight that was betrayed with his wife, for she made him seven year a Werwolf.

 — Morte D’Arthur, book xix. chap. xi.







In the days of King Arthur there lived in Brittany a valiant knight of noble birth and fair to look upon; in high favor with his lord and much loved by all his fellows. This knight was wedded to a fair and gracious lady whom he loved tenderly, and she too loved her lord, but one thing vexed her sorely — three days in every week would her husband leave her, and none knew whither he went, or what he did while thus absent.


And every time the lady vexed herself more and more, till at last she could no longer keep silence, and when her husband came back, joyful and glad at heart after one of these journeys, she said to him: “My dear lord, there is somewhat I would fain ask thee, and yet I scarce dare, for I fear lest thou be angry with me.”


Her lord drew her to him, and kissed her tenderly. “Lady,” he said, “fear not to ask me, there is nothing I would not gladly tell thee, if it be in my power.”


“I’ faith,” she said, “now is my heart at rest. My lord, didst thou but know how terrified I am in the days I am left alone; I rise in the morning affrighted, and lie down at night in such dread of losing thee that if I be not soon reassured I think me I shall die of it. Tell me, I pray thee, where thou goest, and on what errand, that I who love thee may be at rest during thine absence.”


“Lady,” he answered, “for the love of God ask me no more, for indeed if I told thee evil would surely come of it; thou would’st cease to love me, and I should be lost.”


When the lady heard this she was but ill-pleased, nor would she let her lord be at peace, but day by day she besought him with prayers and caresses, till at length he yielded and told her all the truth. “Lady,” he said, “there is a spell cast upon me: three days in the week am I forced to become a were-wolf; and when I feel the change coming upon me I hide me in the thickest part of the forest, and there I live on prey and roots till the time has expired.”


When he had told her this his wife asked him what of his garments? Did he still wear them in his wolf’s shape?


“Nay,” he said, “I must needs lay them aside.”


“And what dost thou do with them?”


“Ah, that I may not tell thee, for if I were to lose them, or they should be stolen from me, then must I needs be a wolf all my days, nothing could aid me save that the garments be brought to me again. So for my own safety I must needs keep the matter secret.”


“Ah, my dear lord, why hide it from me? Surely thou hast no fear of me who love thee above all else in the world? Little love canst thou have for me! What have I done? What sin have I committed that thou should’st withdraw thy confidence? Thou wilt do well to tell me.”


Thus she wept and entreated till at length the knight yielded, and told her all.


“Wife,” he said, “without the forest on the highway, at a cross road, is an old chapel wherein I have often found help and succor. Close to it, under a thick shrub, is a large stone with a hollow beneath it; under that stone I hide my garments till the enchantment hath lost its power, and I may turn me homewards.”


Now when the lady had heard this story it fell out even as her husband had foretold, for her love was changed to loathing, and she was seized with a great dread and fear of him. She was terrified to be in his presence, yet he was her lord, and she knew not how she might escape from him.


Then she bethought her of a certain knight of that country, who had loved her long, and wooed her in vain ere she wedded her lord; and one time when her husband went forth, she sent for him in secret, and bade him come and give her counsel on a matter that troubled her much. When he came she bade him swear an oath to keep secret what she might tell him, and when he had sworn she told him all the story, and prayed him for the sake of the love he once bore her to free her from one who was neither beast nor man, and yet was both.


The knight, who loved her still, was ready to do all she might desire, and she said, “’Tis but to steal his clothes, for then he can no more become a man, but must dwell in the forest as a wolf all his days, and someone will assuredly slay him.” So he went forth, and did after her bidding and brought her the garments, and she hid them away saying, “Now am I safe, and that monster can return no more to terrify me.”


When the time went on, and her husband came not, the lady feigned to be anxious for his welfare, and she sent his men forth to seek him; they went through all the country but could find no trace of their lord, so at length they gave up the search, and all deemed he had been slain on one of his mysterious journeys. And when a year had passed, and the lady thought the wolf had surely been killed, she wedded the knight who had aided her and thought no more of the husband she had betrayed.


But the poor were-wolf roamed the forest in suffering and sorrow, for though a beast outwardly yet he had the heart and brain of a man, and knew well what had happened, and he grieved bitterly, for he had loved his wife truly and well.


•   •   •   •   •


Now it chanced one day that the king of that land rode a-hunting in that very forest, and the hounds came on the track of the were-wolf and roused him from his lair and gave chase to him. All day he fled before them through the woodland, and at last when they were close upon him and he was in sore peril of being overtaken and torn in pieces the king came riding after the hounds, and the wolf swerved aside and fled to him, seizing him by the stirrup, and licking his foot in sign of submission.


The king was much astonished, and called to his companions to come swiftly. “See here, my lords,” he said, “what think ye of this marvel? See how this beast entreats mercy of me; he hath the sense of a man! Drive off the dogs, for I will not have him injured. Turn we homewards, I take this beast in my peace, and will hunt no more in this forest lest by chance he be slain.”


With that they turned their bridles and rode homewards; but the wolf followed behind, and would not be driven back, even when they came to the royal castle. The king was greatly pleased, for he thought the matter strange and marvelous; no such tale had he ever heard before; and since he had taken a great liking for the beast he bade his knights not merely to do the wolf no harm, but to treat him with all care and kindness, on pain of losing the royal favor. So all day the wolf roamed the court, free among the knights, and at night he slept in the king’s own chamber. Wherever the king went, there he would have his wolf go too, and all the courtiers made much of the beast, seeing that it pleased their lord, and finding that he did no harm to any man among them.


Now when a long time had passed the king had occasion to hold a solemn court; he summoned all his barons from far and near, and among them came the knight who had betrayed the were-wolf, and wedded his lady; he had little thought that his rival was yet in life, still less that he was so near at hand. But as soon as the wolf beheld him he sprang upon him savagely, tearing him with his teeth, and would have slain him if the king had not called him off, and even then twice again he would have seized him.


Everyone in the castle was astonished at the rage shown by the beast, which had always been so tame and gentle, and a whisper went round that surely there must be something which no one knew against the knight, for the wolf would scarce have attacked him without cause. All the time the court lasted the wolf had to be kept in close guard. When at length it broke up the knight who had been attacked was one of the first to leave — and small marvel it he were. But when the knight had gone the wolf was once more as tame and friendly as he had been from the first, and all the courtiers made a pet of him as they had done aforetime, and forgot, as time went on, that he had ever shown himself so savage.


•   •   •   •   •


At length the king bethought him that he would make a progress through his kingdom, and at the same time hunt for a while in the forest where he had found the wolf. As his custom was he took the beast with him.


Now the lady, the were-wolf’s treacherous wife, hearing that the king would abide some time in that part of the country, prayed for an audience that she might win the royal favor by presenting rich gifts, for she knew well that the king loved not her second husband as he had loved the first.


The king appointed a day and hour for the audience, but when the lady entered the presence chamber suddenly the wolf flew upon her, and before any could hinder had bitten the nose from off her face. The courtiers drew out their weapons and would have slain the beast, when a wise man, one of the king’s councilors, stayed them. “Sire,” he said, “hearken to me — this wolf has been long with us, there is not one of us here who has not been near to him, and caressed him, over and over again; yet not a man of us has he ever touched, or even shown ill-will to any. But two has he ever attacked, this lady here and the lord, her husband. Now, sire, bethink thee well — this lady was the wife of the knight thou didst hold dear aforetime, and who was lost long since, no man knowing what came to him. Take my counsel, put this lady in guard, and question her closely as to whether she can give any reason why the wolf should hate her. Many a marvel hath come to pass in Brittany, and methinks there is something stranger than we wot of here.”


The king thought the old lord’s counsel good; he caused the lady and her husband to be put in prison apart, and questioned separately with threats if they kept silence; till at length the lady, terrified, confessed how she had betrayed her first husband, by causing his garments to be stolen from him when he was in a wolf’s shape. Since that time he had disappeared; she knew not whether he were alive or dead, but she thought that perchance this wolf was he. When the king heard this he commanded them to fetch the garments belonging to the lost knight, whether it were pleasing to the lady or no; and when they were brought he laid them before the wolf and waited to see what would chance.


But the wolf made as if he saw them not, and the wise councilor said, “Sire, if this beast be indeed a were-wolf he will not change shapes while there are any to behold him; since it is only with great pain and difficulty he can do so. Bid them take wolf and garments into thine own chamber, and fasten the doors upon him; then leave him for a while, and we shall see if he become man.”


The king thought this counsel good, and he himself took the beast into his chamber and made the doors fast.


Then they waited for a space that seemed long enough to the king, and when the old lord told him he might well do so, he took two nobles with him, and unlocked the doors, and entered, and lo, on the king’s couch lay the long lost knight in a deep slumber!


The king ran to him and embraced him warmly; and when the first wonder had somewhat passed, he bade him take back all the lands of which he had been robbed, and over and above he bestowed upon him many rich gifts.


The treacherous wife and her second husband were banished from the country; many years they lived in a strange land, and had children and grand-children — but all their descendants might be known by this, that the maidens were born without noses, so that they won the surname of énasées.


And the old books say that this adventure was verily true, and that it was in order that the memory of it should be preserved to all time that the Bretons put it in verse, and called it “The Lai of the Were-Wolf.”






This is a loose prose retelling by Jessie L. Weston (1904), which explicitly connects the story to Malory’s Sir Marrok narrative by identifying the king (unnamed in the original) as Arthur.


——————
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The Lay of the Were-Wolf

Marie de France

tr. Eugene Mason 1911

ca. 1170 / 1911








Amongst the tales I tell you once again, I would not forget the Lay of the Were-Wolf. Such beasts as he are known in every land. Bisclavret he is named in Brittany; whilst the Norman calls him Garwal.


It is a certain thing, and within the knowledge of all, that many a christened man has suffered this change, and ran wild in woods, as a Were-Wolf. The Were-Wolf is a fearsome beast. He lurks within the thick forest, mad and horrible to see. All the evil that he may, he does. He goeth to and fro, about the solitary place, seeking man, in order to devour him. Hearken, now, to the adventure of the Were-Wolf, that I have to tell.







In Brittany there dwelt a baron who was marvelously esteemed of all his fellows. He was a stout knight, and a comely, and a man of office and repute. Right private was he to the mind of his lord, and dear to the counsel of his neighbors. This baron was wedded to a very worthy dame, right fair to see, and sweet of semblance. All his love was set on her, and all her love was given again to him. One only grief had this lady. For three whole days in every week her lord was absent from her side. She knew not where he went, nor on what errand. Neither did any of his house know the business which called him forth.


On a day when this lord was come again to his house, altogether joyous and content, the lady took him to task, right sweetly, in this fashion,


“Husband,” said she, “and fair, sweet friend, I have a certain thing to pray of you. Right willingly would I receive this gift, but I fear to anger you in the asking. It is better for me to have an empty hand, than to gain hard words.”


When the lord heard this matter, he took the lady in his arms, very tenderly, and kissed her.


“Wife,” he answered, “ask what you will. What would you have, for it is yours already?”


“By my faith,” said the lady, “soon shall I be whole. Husband, right long and wearisome are the days that you spend away from your home. I rise from my bed in the morning, sick at heart, I know not why. So fearful am I, lest you do aught to your loss, that I may not find any comfort. Very quickly shall I die for reason of my dread. Tell me now, where you go, and on what business! How may the knowledge of one who loves so closely, bring you to harm?”


“Wife,” made answer the lord, “nothing but evil can come if I tell you this secret. For the mercy of God do not require it of me. If you but knew, you would withdraw yourself from my love, and I should be lost indeed.”


When the lady heard this, she was persuaded that her baron sought to put her by with jesting words. Therefore she prayed and required him the more urgently, with tender looks and speech, till he was overborne, and told her all the story, hiding naught.


“Wife, I become Bisclavret. I enter in the forest, and live on prey and roots, within the thickest of the wood.”


After she had learned his secret, she prayed and entreated the more as to whether he ran in his raiment, or went spoiled of vesture.


“Wife,” said he, “I go naked as a beast.”


“Tell me, for hope of grace, what you do with your clothing?”


“Fair wife, that will I never. If I should lose my raiment, or even be marked as I quit my vesture, then a Were-Wolf I must go for all the days of my life. Never again should I become man, save in that hour my clothing were given back to me. For this reason never will I show my lair.”


“Husband,” replied the lady to him, “I love you better than all the world. The less cause have you for doubting my faith, or hiding any tittle from me. What savor is here of friendship? How have I made forfeit of your love; for what sin do you mistrust my honor? Open now your heart, and tell what is good to be known.”


So at the end, outwearied and overborne by her importunity, he could no longer refrain, but told her all.


“Wife,” said he, “within this wood, a little from the path, there is a hidden way, and at the end thereof an ancient chapel, where oftentimes I have bewailed my lot. Near by is a great hollow stone, concealed by a bush, and there is the secret place where I hide my raiment, till I would return to my own home.”


On hearing this marvel the lady became sanguine of visage, because of her exceeding fear. She dared no longer to lie at his side, and turned over in her mind, this way and that, how best she could get her from him. Now there was a certain knight of those parts, who, for a great while, had sought and required this lady for her love. This knight had spent long years in her service, but little enough had he got thereby, not even fair words, or a promise. To him the dame wrote a letter, and meeting, made her purpose plain.


“Fair friend,” said she, “be happy. That which you have coveted so long a time, I will grant without delay. Never again will I deny your suit. My heart, and all I have to give, are yours, so take me now as love and dame.”


Right sweetly the knight thanked her for her grace, and pledged her faith and fealty. When she had confirmed him by an oath, then she told him all this business of her lord — why he went, and what he became, and of his ravening within the wood. So she showed him of the chapel, and of the hollow stone, and of how to spoil the Were-Wolf of his vesture. Thus, by the kiss of his wife, was Bisclavret betrayed. Often enough had he ravished his prey in desolate places, but from this journey he never returned. His kinsfolk and acquaintance came together to ask of his tidings, when this absence was noised abroad. Many a man, on many a day, searched the woodland, but none might find him, nor learn where Bisclavret was gone.


The lady was wedded to the knight who had cherished her for so long a space. More than a year had passed since Bisclavret disappeared. Then it chanced that the King would hunt in that selfsame wood where the Were-Wolf lurked. When the hounds were unleashed they ran this way and that, and swiftly came upon his scent. At the view the huntsman winded on his horn, and the whole pack were at his heels. They followed him from morn to eve, till he was torn and bleeding, and was all a-dread lest they should pull him down. Now the King was very close to the quarry, and when Bisclavret looked upon his master, he ran to him for pity and for grace. He took the stirrup within his paws, and fawned upon the prince’s foot. The King was very fearful at this sight, but presently he called his courtiers to his aid.


“Lords,” cried he, “hasten hither, and see this marvelous thing. Here is a beast who has the sense of man. He abases himself before his foe, and cries for mercy, although he cannot speak. Beat off the hounds, and let no man do him harm. We will hunt no more today, but return to our own place, with the wonderful quarry we have taken.”


The King turned him about, and rode to his hall, Bisclavret following at his side. Very near to his master the Were-Wolf went, like any dog, and had no care to seek again the wood. When the King had brought him safely to his own castle, he rejoiced greatly, for the beast was fair and strong, no mightier had any man seen. Much pride had the King in his marvelous beast. He held him so dear, that he bade all those who wished for his love, to cross the Wolf in naught, neither to strike him with a rod, but ever to see that he was richly fed and kenneled warm. This commandment the Court observed willingly. So all the day the Wolf sported with the lords, and at night he lay within the chamber of the King. There was not a man who did not make much of the beast, so frank was he and debonair. None had reason to do him wrong, for ever was he about his master, and for his part did evil to none. Every day were these two companions together, and all perceived that the King loved him as his friend.


Hearken now to that which chanced.


The King held a high Court, and bade his great vassals and barons, and all the lords of his venery to the feast. Never was there a goodlier feast, nor one set forth with sweeter show and pomp. Amongst those who were bidden, came that same knight who had the wife of Bisclavret for dame. He came to the castle, richly gowned, with a fair company, but little he deemed whom he would find so near. Bisclavret marked his foe the moment he stood within the hall. He ran towards him, and seized him with his fangs, in the King’s very presence, and to the view of all. Doubtless he would have done him much mischief, had not the King called and chidden him, and threatened him with a rod. Once, and twice, again, the Wolf set upon the knight in the very light of day. All men marveled at his malice, for sweet and serviceable was the beast, and to that hour had shown hatred of none. With one consent the household deemed that this deed was done with full reason, and that the Wolf had suffered at the knight’s hand some bitter wrong. Right wary of his foe was the knight until the feast had ended, and all the barons had taken farewell of their lord, and departed, each to his own house. With these, amongst the very first, went that lord whom Bisclavret so fiercely had assailed. Small was the wonder that he was glad to go.


No long while after this adventure it came to pass that the courteous King would hunt in that forest where Bisclavret was found. With the prince came his wolf, and a fair company. Now at nightfall the King abode within a certain lodge of that country, and this was known of that dame who before was the wife of Bisclavret. In the morning the lady clothed her in her most dainty apparel, and hastened to the lodge, since she desired to speak with the King, and to offer him a rich present. When the lady entered in the chamber, neither man nor leash might restrain the fury of the Wolf. He became as a mad dog in his hatred and malice. Breaking from his bonds he sprang at the lady’s face, and bit the nose from her visage. From every side men ran to the succor of the dame. They beat off the wolf from his prey, and for a little would have cut him in pieces with their swords. But a certain wise counselor said to the King,


“Sire, hearken now to me. This beast is always with you, and there is not one of us all who has not known him for long. He goes in and out amongst us, nor has molested any man, neither done wrong or felony to any, save only to this dame, one only time as we have seen. He has done evil to this lady, and to that knight, who is now the husband of the dame. Sire, she was once the wife of that lord who was so close and private to your heart, but who went, and none might find where he had gone. Now, therefore, put the dame in a sure place, and question her straitly, so that she may tell — if perchance she knows thereof — for what reason this Beast holds her in such mortal hate. For many a strange deed has chanced, as well we know, in this marvelous land of Brittany.”


The King listened to these words, and deemed the counsel good. He laid hands upon the knight, and put the dame in surety in another place. He caused them to be questioned right straitly, so that their torment was very grievous. At the end, partly because of her distress, and partly by reason of her exceeding fear, the lady’s lips were loosed, and she told her tale. She showed them of the betrayal of her lord, and how his raiment was stolen from the hollow stone. Since then she knew not where he went, nor what had befallen him, for he had never come again to his own land. Only, in her heart, well she deemed and was persuaded, that Bisclavret was he.


Straightway the King demanded the vesture of his baron, whether this were to the wish of the lady, or whether it were against her wish. When the raiment was brought him, he caused it to be spread before Bisclavret, but the Wolf made as though he had not seen. Then that cunning and crafty counselor took the King apart, that he might give him a fresh rede [advice].


“Sire,” said he, “you do not wisely, nor well, to set this raiment before Bisclavret, in the sight of all. In shame and much tribulation must he lay aside the beast, and again become man. Carry your wolf within your most secret chamber, and put his vestment therein. Then close the door upon him, and leave him alone for a space. So we shall see presently whether the ravening beast may indeed return to human shape.”


The King carried the Wolf to his chamber, and shut the doors upon him fast. He delayed for a brief while, and taking two lords of his fellowship with him, came again to the room. Entering therein, all three, softly together, they found the knight sleeping in the King’s bed, like a little child. The King ran swiftly to the bed and taking his friend in his arms, embraced and kissed him fondly, above a hundred times. When the man’s speech returned once more, he told him of his adventure. Then the King restored to his friend the fief that was stolen from him, and gave such rich gifts, moreover, as I cannot tell. As for the wife who had betrayed Bisclavret, he bade her avoid his country, and chased her from the realm. So she went forth, she and her second lord together, to seek a more abiding city, and were no more seen.


The adventure that you have heard is no vain fable. Verily and indeed it chanced as I have said. The Lay of the Were-Wolf, truly, was written that it should ever be borne in mind.





 This is Eugene Mason’s rather
 more  faithful prose rendition of 1911


——————
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The Lay of Bisclavret

Marie de France

tr. A. S. Kline

ca. 1170 / 2019








HIS WIFE QUESTIONS HIS ABSENCES

Amongst them all, there is one lay


I’d not forget; that of Bisclavret.


Bisclavret is the name in Breton,


Garwaf (Werewolf) in Norman.


Many a year such tales men told,


For it had often chanced, of old,


That humans werewolves became;


From the woods, to kill and maim,


They would roam; savage creatures,


When lodged in wolf-like features,


For men they eat, and ill they wreak,


And then again the wild woods seek.


But word of that I must delay,


To tell you first of Bisclavret.


There lived a lord in Brittany,


I’ve heard him praised handsomely,


A virtuous, a noble knight,


Who sought to act as was right,


His liege-lord, he held him dear,


As did his neighbors far and near.


A worthy woman he had wed,


Fair of seeming, and well-bred,


She loved him and he loved her;


Yet one thing ever troubled her,


That he was lost to her each week


For three whole days, nor would he speak


Of where he went; she knew not then


What befell him, nor did his men.


One day he returned, this knight,


To his house, filled with delight,


Thus she was minded to enquire:


‘My sweet friend, my fair sire,


There is something, I declare


I’ve longed to ask, if I but dare;


I fear you may be angry though,


And there is naught that I fear so.’


On hearing this, he embraced her,


Drew her to him, and kissed her.


‘Now, madam, ask away,’ said he,


‘I’ll hide naught from my lady;


If I can, I’ll ever answer you.’


‘I’faith,’ she said, ‘I breathe anew!


I live in fear every day,


Whenever you are far away,


My heart is filled with pain too,


I’m so afraid of losing you;


If I fail to garner swift relief,


Then I must surely die of grief.


So tell me, for I long to know,


Where you dwell, where you go?


I think you must love elsewhere, 


And if you do, I’m in despair.’






HE REVEALS THAT HE IS A WEREWOLF


‘Mercy, in God’s name, my lady!


If I said aught, ill would befall me,


And I would drive your love away, 


And lose myself that very day.’


Now the lady felt, on hearing


This, twas less than convincing.


And oft she would raise the matter,


She would wheedle him and flatter,


Asking whither he did venture, 


Till, at last, for fear of censure:


‘A werewolf I become,’ he said, 


‘In the forest I make my bed,


Through its depths there I stray,


And there it is I find my prey.’


When he’d told her all his tale,


Then she requested this detail,


Whether he his clothes eschewed.


‘Lady,’ he said, ‘I wander nude.’


‘Where then do your clothes abide?’


‘I must not tell you,’ he replied,


‘For if of them I were relieved,


And my altered state perceived,


A werewolf I should be forever.


And naught could help me ever,


My former being to regain;


And so you question me in vain.’


‘Sire,’ she said, ‘I love you more


Than all the world; you, therefore,


Should not hide a thing from me,


Nor ever doubt my loyalty,


For that is not the way of love.


What is my sin, by heaven above,


That you doubt me in anything?


Do right, and tell me everything.’


She so tormented him withal,


He could do naught but tell her all.


‘Lady, quite near the wood,’ said he,


‘Beside the road, where I journey,


An ancient chapel doth it grace,


That serves me as a hiding-place.


There lies a stone, long and wide,


Beneath a bush, hollow inside; 


Under there, my clothes I hide,


Till I return, and there they bide.’





HE IS BETRAYED BY HIS WIFE


The lady wondered at his tale,


While her face grew wan and pale.


Filled with fear at his strange news,


This one thought her mind pursues,


How to make her escape that day,


For with him she would not stay.


A knight who dwelt in that country,


One who had long loved this lady,


Begged and prayed her to be his,


And done much in her service,


Though she had never loved him,


Nor of such had e’er assured him,


She summoned, her news conveyed,


And her heart to him displayed.


‘Be glad, she said, ‘fair neighbor,


For that for which you’ve labored, 


I grant you now, without reserve;


You shall receive all you deserve,


I grant my love, my body too,


Make me your love, as I do you!’


He gave her thanks, gratefully,


Accepting her pledge, entirely;


She swore it on the sacrament; 


Then all the tale of where he went,


Her lord, what he became, did yield,


His journey to the woods revealed,


And all the paths he took outlined,


Despatching him the clothes to find.


And thus was Bisclavret ill-paid,


And by his own wife now betrayed.


Since he had vanished frequently


All her neighbors now agreed,


Her lord must have left for good.


Though they searched as best they could,


With nary a sign of him, in the end,


Their search they chose to suspend.


The lady’s marriage was approved


To one who had, so loyally, loved.






THE WEREWOLF IS HUNTED


So things remained a whole year,


Till the king, while hunting deer,


Came to the forest depths, one day,


Where lay the werewolf, Bisclavret.


When the hounds were hallooed,


He was the quarry they pursued. 


All that day they chased him hard,


Huntsmen and hounds, yard by yard,


Until they nigh-on cornered him,


And would have torn him limb from limb,


If he’d not seen the king, whom he


Ran towards, in hope of mercy,


Then pawing at the stirrup there,


Licked his foot, while all did stare.


The king who was gripped by fear,


Summoned his companions near.


‘My lords, about me now,’ he cried,


‘Behold this creature, at my side,


And how with strange humility,


In human wise, it begs for mercy.


Drive the hounds away, and go 


See that no man strikes a blow!


This beast possesses mind and sense;


Rein in the dogs then let us hence,


And leave the beast in peace, I say,


For I shall hunt no more today.’


And while the king turns to go,


Bisclavret doth seek to follow,


Staying close, cannot depart;


From the king he will not part.


The king leads on to his castle,


Delighted with him, truth to tell, 


Never has he seen such before,


Holds him a wonder evermore,


And regards him as a treasure,


Tells his people tis his pleasure


That they show him every care,


None must trouble him or dare


To strike the beast for any reason.


Food and water it shall be given;


And they, most willingly, agree.


Now, every day it lies silently,


Among the knights, near the king,


None there but think it a fine thing;


The beast’s well-behaved, so good


It does naught but what it should. 


Wherever the king might stray,


It will follow come what may,


Attending on him, constantly;


That it loves him is plain to see.





BISCLAVRET ATTACKS HIS RIVAL


Listen to what next occurred:


All his barons received word


They must attend the king, at court,


So all those who owed him aught,


Might join a feast there, on a day,


And he be thus well-served alway.


There appeared among the rest


Richly adorned, finely dressed,


He who’d wed Bisclavret’s wife,


And who could never in his life


Have dreamed he might reappear. 


When, at the feast, he drew near.


He was soon known to Bisclavret,


Who leapt and snapped at his prey,


Snatched him, and dragged him out,


And would have slain him, no doubt,


Had the king not called him back,


And seized a stick, foiled his attack.


He tried to bite him twice more,


Amazing all, since ne’er before


Had he acted in that same way


To any man, as he did that day.


And all men said, and held it true,


He must have reason so to do;


He’d been ill-treated, somehow,


To seek revenge as he did now.


But for now, his enmity ceased,


For the king curtailed the feast,


And the barons took their leave,


And off to their homes did weave.


Away rode each and every knight,


The victim first to take his flight,


Whom Bisclavret attacked; no wonder, 


He’d sought to tear the man asunder. 





HIS WIFE REVEALS ALL


Not long after this, as I have heard,


For thus I recall it, every word,


To that forest, there rode the king,


Wise and courteous in everything,


Where Bisclavret had been found,


Who now beside his steed did bound.


That night when he sought his rest,


A country house suited him best,


One known to Bisclavret’s lady,


Who, dressed in all her finery,


Hastened away, to see the king,


With her many a rich gift bearing.


When Bisclavret saw her coming,


His rage there was no restraining,


Towards her he leapt in anger. 


Listen to his vengeance on her!


He bit the nose clean from her face.


What could be a worse disgrace?


He was threatened, men deployed,


Ready to see the beast destroyed.


Wise advice was offered the king:


‘Sire,’ one cried, ‘this poor thing


Has e’er appeared tame near you,


Nor has he, in our humble view,


Who have long observed his ways,


And been about him all these days,


Touched a single human being,


Nor has attempted one ill thing,


Except against this lady now.


By the loyalty we owe, we vow,


He must hold a grudge against her,


And her new lord, along with her.


She is the wife of that knight


Who was dear to your sight,


And was lost to us long ago,


What became of him none know.


Put this lady to the question,


See if she will yield the reason


Why the creature hates her so.


Make her tell if she doth know;


For many a marvel there has been


That we in Brittany have seen.’


The king agreed with this counsel,


The knight was held, she, as well,


Was taken at the lord’s suggestion,


Then they put her to the question.


From distress and fear, she told


Them all, the story did unfold


Of how she had her lord betrayed,


Of his clothes, of how he strayed


Through the woods, of all he’d said


Of where he went, and how he fed,


Of how, since his clothes had gone,


He’d not been seen by anyone.


But she believed, that here today


This creature must be Bisclavret.


The king demanded that she show


The clothes, whether she would or no,


She had them brought forth, and they


Were set down before Bisclavret.


Yet the creature took no notice,


Though they were offered as his.


He who’d given advice before,


Spoke now to the king once more:


‘Sire, this thing will never do,


He’ll not dress in front of you,


Nor, in changing from a creature,


Display, to all, his true nature.


No, not for aught will he do so,


It is a shame to him, you know.


Have him led to your chamber,


And his clothes to him proffer,


Then leave him be, such is my plan;


We’ll see if he becomes a man.’






HE IS RESTORED TO HUMAN FORM


So the king led the beast away,


And closed the doors on Bisclavret.


A long while did the king abide;


Then, with two lords at his side,


Entered the chamber; and all three


There, on the royal bed, did see,


The knight restored in every limb.


The king, hastening to embrace him,


Kissed him a hundred times and more,


And then his lands he did restore,


Both granting him his old estate,


And more than I can here relate. 


The woman they exiled, swiftly,


Driving her from all that country,


And she went forth beside the man


With whom she’d made her evil plan.


She’d many children, I’m advised,


And they could all be recognized


In their seeming, and their feature;


Many a girl thus marred by nature, 


Lacked a nose, in that family,


And lived nose-less; in verity;


For this whole tale you’ve heard,


Is truth itself; accept my word,


And in memory of Bisclavret,


The Bretons, they made this lay.


THE END OF THE LAY OF BISCLAVRET
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’Twas soothly said, in olden hours,


That men were oft with wondrous powers


Endow’d their wonted forms to change,


And Wehr-Wolves wild abroad to range!





So Garwal roams in savage pride,


And hunts for blood and feeds on men,


Spreads dire destruction far and wide,


And makes the forests broad his den.







The ancient province of Poictou, in France, has long been celebrated in the annals of romance, as one of the most famous haunts of those dreadful animals, whose species is between a phantom and a beast of prey; and which are called by Germans, Wehr-Wolves, and by the French, Bisclavrets, or Loups-Garoux. To the English, these midnight terrors are yet unknown, and almost without a name; but when they are spoken of in this country they are called, by the way of eminence, wild wolves. The common superstition concerning them is, that they are men in compact with the arch enemy, who have the power of assuming the form and nature of wolves at certain periods.


The hilly and woody district of the Upper Limousin, which now forms the southern division of the Upper Vienne, was that particular part of the province which the Wehr-Wolves were supposed to inhabit: whence, like the animal which gave them their name, they would wander out by midnight, far from their own hills and mountains, and run howling through the silent streets of the nearest towns and villages, to the great terror of all the inhabitants, whose piety however, was somewhat increased by these supernatural visitations.


There once stood in the suburbs of the town of St. Yrieux, which is situate in those dangerous parts of ancient Poictou, an old, but handsome Maison-de-Plaisance, or, in plain English, a country house, belonging, by ancient descent, to the young Baroness Louise Joliedame; who, out of dread to the terrible Wehr-Wolves, a well-bred horror at the chambres à l’antique which it contained, and a greater love for the gallant court of Francis I, let the Château to strangers; though they occupied but a very small portion of it, whilst the rest was left unrepaired, and was rapidly passing to decay.


One of the parties by whom the old mansion was tenanted, was a country chirurgeon, named Antoine Du Pilon; who (according to his own account) was not only well acquainted with the science of Galen and Hippocrates, but was also a profound adept in those arts, for the learning of which some men toil their whole lives away, and are none the wiser; such as alchemy, converse with spirits, magic, and so forth. Dr. Du Pilon had abundant leisure to talk of his knowledge at the little Cabaret of St. Yrieux, which bore the sign of the Chevalier Bayard’s arms, where he assembled round him many of the idler members of the town, the chief of whom were Cuirbouilli, the currier; Malbois, the joiner; La Jacquette, the tailor; and Nicole Bonvarlet, his host; together with several other equally arrant gossips, who all swore roundly, at the end of their parleys, that Dr. Antoine Du Pilon was the best doctor, and the wisest man in the whole world! To remove, however, any wonder that may arise in the reader’s mind how a professor of such skill and knowledge should be left to waste his abilities so remote from the patronage of the great, it should be remarked, that in such cases as had already come before him, he had not been quite so successful as could have been expected or desired, since old Genefrede Corbeau, who was frozen almost double with age and ague, he kept cold and fasting to preserve her from fever; and he would have cut off the leg of Pierre Faucile, the reaper, when he wounded his right arm in the harvest time, to prevent his flesh from mortifying downwards!


In a retired apartment of the same deserted mansion where this mirror of chirurgeons resided, dwelt a peasant, and his daughter, who had come to St. Yrieux from a distant part of Normandy, and of whose history nothing was known, but that they seemed to be in the deepest poverty; although they neither asked relief, nor uttered a single complaint. Indeed, they rather avoided all discourse with their gossiping neighbors, and even with their fellow inmates, excepting so far as the briefest courtesy required; and as they were able, on entering their abode, to place a reasonable security for payment in the hands of old Gervais, the Baroness Joliedame’s steward, they were permitted to live in the old Château with little questioning, and less sympathy. The father appeared in general to be a plain, rude peasant, whom poverty had somewhat tinctured with misanthropy: though there were times when his bluntness towered into a haughtiness not accordant with his present station, but seemed like a relique of a higher sphere, from which he had fallen. He strove, and the very endeavor increased the bitterness of his heart to mankind, to conceal his abject indigence; but that was too apparent to all, since he was rarely to be found at St. Yrieux, but led a wild life in the adjacent mountains and forests, occasionally visiting the town to bring to his daughter Adèle a portion of the spoil, which as a hunter, he indefatigably sought for the subsistence of both. Adèle, on the contrary, though she felt as deeply as her father the sad reverse of fortune to which they were exposed, had more gentleness in her sorrow, and more content in her humiliation. She would, when he returned to the cottage, worn with the fatigue of his forest labors, try, but many times in vain, to bring a smile to his face and consolation to his heart. “My father,” she would say, “quit, I beseech you, this wearisome hunting for some safer employment nearer home. You depart, and I watch in vain for your return; days and nights pass away, and you come not! — while my disturbed imagination will ever whisper the danger of a forest midnight, fierce howling wolves, and robbers still more cruel.”


“Robbers! girl, sayest thou?” answered her father with a bitter laugh, “and what shall they gain from me, think ye? Is there aught in this worn-out gaberdine to tempt them? Go to, Adèle! I am not now Count Gaspar de Marcanville, the friend of the royal Francis, and a knight of the Holy Ghost; but plain Hubert, the Hunter of the Limousin; and wolves, thou trowest, will not prey upon wolves.”


“But, my dearest father,” said Adèle, embracing him, “I would that thou wouldst seek a safer occupation nearer to our dwelling, for I would be by your side.”


“What wouldst have me to do, girl?” interrupted Gaspar impatiently; “wouldst have me put this hand to the sickle or the plow, which has so often grasped a sword in the battle, and a banner-lance in the tournament? Or shall a companion of Le Saint Esprit become a fellow-handworker with the low artisans of this miserable town? I tell thee, Adèle, that but for thy sake I would never again quit the forest, but would remain there in a savage life, till I forgot my language and my species, and become a Wehr-Wolf or a wild buck!”


Such was commonly the close of their conversation; for if Adèle dared to press her entreaties further, Gaspar, half frenzied, would not fail to call to her mind all the unhappy circumstances of his fall, and work himself almost to madness by their repetition. He had, in early life, been introduced by the Count de Saintefleur to the court of Francis I, where he had risen so high in the favor of his sovereign, that he was continually in his society; and in the many wars which so embittered the reign of that excellent monarch, de Marcanville’s station was ever by his side. In these conflicts, Gaspar’s bosom had often been the shield of Francis even in moments of the most imminent danger; and the grateful king as often showered upon his deliverer those rewards which, to the valiant and high-minded soldier, are far dearer than riches — the glittering jewels of knighthood, and the golden coronal of the peerage. To that friend who had fixed his feet so loftily and securely in the slippery paths of a court, Gaspar felt all the ardor of youthful gratitude; and yet he sometimes imagined, that he could perceive an abatement in the favor of de Saintefleur as that of Francis increased. The truth was, that the gold and rich promises of the king’s great enemy, the Emperor Charles V, had induced de Saintefleur to swerve from his allegiance; and he now waited but for a convenient season to put the darkest designs in practice against his sovereign. He also felt no slight degree of envy, even against that very person whom he had been the instrument of raising; and at length an opportunity occurred, when he might gratify both his ambition and his revenge by the same blow. It was in one of those long wars in which the French monarch was engaged, and in which de Saintefleur and de Marcanville were his constant companions, that they were both watching his couch while he slept, when the former, in a low tone of voice, thus began to sound the faith of the latter to his royal master.


“What sayest thou, Gaspar, were not a prince’s coronet and a king’s revenue in Naples, better than thus ever-toiling in a war that seems unending? Hearest thou, brave de Marcanville? We can close it with the loss of one life only!”


“Queen of Heaven!” ejaculated Gaspar, “what is it thou wouldst say, de Saintefleur?”


“Say! why that there have been other kings in France before this Francis, and will be, when he shall have gone to his place. Thinkest thou that he of the double-headed black eagle, would not amply reward the sword that cut this fading lily from the earth?”


“No more, no more, de Saintefleur,” cried Gaspar; “even from you who placed me where I might flourish beneath the lily’s shade, will I not hear this treason. Rest secure that I will not betray thee to the king; my life shall sooner be given for thine; but I will watch thee with more vigilance than the wolf hath when he watcheth the night-fold, and your first step to the heart of Francis shall be over the body of Gaspar de Marcanville.”


“Nay, then,” said de Saintefleur, aside, “he must be my first victim;” and immediately drawing his sword, he cried aloud, “What, ho! guards! treason!” — whilst Gaspar stood immovable with astonishment and horror. The event is soon related; for Francis was but too easily persuaded that de Marcanville was in reality guilty of the act about to be perpetrated by de Saintefleur; and the magnanimity of Gaspar was such, that not one word which might criminate his former friend could be drawn from him, even to save his own life. The kind-hearted Francis, however, was unable to forget in a moment the favor with which for years he had been accustomed to look upon de Marcanville; and it was only at the earnest solicitation of the courtiers, many of whom were rejoiced at the thought of a powerful rival’s removal, that he could be prevailed on to pass upon him even the sentence of degradation and banishment.


Gaspar hastened to his Château, but the treasures which he was allowed to bear with him into exile, were little more than his wife Rosalie and his daughter Adèle; with whom he immured himself in the dark and almost boundless recesses of the Hanoverian Hartz, where his sorrows soon rendered his gaunt and attenuated form altogether unknown. In this savage retirement he drew up a faithful narration of de Saintefleur’s treachery; and, in confirmation of its truth, procured a certificate from his confessor, Father Aegidius — one of those holy men, who of old were dwellers in forests and deserts — and directing it “To the King,” placed it in the hands of his wife, that if, in any of those hazardous excursions in which he was engaged to procure their daily subsistence, he should perish, it might be delivered to Francis, and his family thus be restored to their rank and estates, when his pledge to de Saintefleur could no longer be claimed.


Years passed away, and, in the gloomy recesses of the Hercynian woods, Gaspar acquired considerable skill as a hunter; had it been to preserve his own life only, he had laid him down calmly upon the sod, and resigned that life to famine, or to the hungry wolf; but he had still two objects which bound him to existence, and therefore in the chase the wild buck was too slow to escape his spear, and the bear too weak to resist his attacks.


His fate, notwithstanding, preyed heavily upon him, and he often broke out in fits of vehement passion, and the most bitter lamentations; which at length so wrought upon the grief-worn frame of Rosalie de Marcanville, that about ten years after Gaspar’s exile, her death left him a widower, when his daughter Adèle was scarcely eighteen years of age. It was then, with a mixture of desperation and distress, that de Marcanville determined to rush forth from his solitude into France; and, careless of the fate which might await him for returning from exile unrecalled, to advance even to the court, and laying his papers at the foot of the throne, to demand the ordeal of combat with de Saintefleur; but when he had arrived at the woody province of Upper Limousin, his purpose failed him, as he saw in the broad daylight, which rarely entered the Hartz Forest, the afflicting changes which ten years of the severest labor, and the most heartfelt sorrow, had made upon his form. He might, indeed, so far as it regarded all recollections of his person, have safely gone even into the court of Francis; but Gaspar also saw, that in the retired forest surrounding St. Yrieux, he might still reside unknown to his beloved France; that under the guise of a hunter, he could still provide for the support of his gentle Adèle; and that, in the event of his death he should be considerably nearer to the sovereign’s abode. It was then, in consequence of these reasons, that de Marcanville employed a part of his small remaining property, in securing a residence in the dilapidated Château, as it has been already mentioned.


It was some time after their arrival, that the inhabitants of the town of St. Yrieux were alarmed by the intelligence that a Wehr-Wolf, or perhaps a troop of them, certainly inhabited the woods of Limousin. The most terrific howlings were heard in the night, and the wild rush of a chase swept through the deserted streets; yet the townspeople — according to the most approved rules for acting where Wehr-Wolves are concerned — never once thought of sallying forth in a body, and with weapons and lighted brands, to scare the monsters from their prey; but adding a more secure fastening to every window, which is the Wehr-Wolf’s usual entrance, they deserted such as had already fallen their victims, with one brief expression of pity for them, and many a “Dieu me bénit!” for themselves. It was asserted, too, that some of the country people, whose dwellings came more immediately into contact with the Limousin forests, had lost their children; whose lacerated remains, afterwards discovered in the woods, only half devoured, plainly denoted them to have fallen the prey of some abandoned Wehr-Wolf!


It is not surprising, that in a retired town, where half the people were without employment, and all were thoroughbred gossips, and lovers of wonders, that the inroads of the Wehr-Wolf formed too important an epoch in their history, to be passed over without a due discussion. Under pretense, therefore, of being a protection to each other, many of the people of St. Yrieux, and especially the worthy conclave mentioned at the beginning of this history, were almost eternally convened at the Chevalier Bayard’s Arms, talking over their nightly terrors, and filling each other with such affright, by the repetition of many a lying old tale upon the same subject, that, too much alarmed to part, they often agreed to pass the night over Nicole Bonvarlet’s wine flask and blazing faggots. Upon a theme so intimately connected with a magical lore as is the history of Wehr-Wolves, Dr. Antoine du Pilon discoursed like a Solomon; citing, to the great edification and wonder of his hearers, such hosts of authors, both sacred and profane, that he who should have hinted, that the Wehr-Wolves of St. Yrieux were simply like other wolves, would have found as little gentleness in his hearers as he would have experienced from the animals themselves.


“Well, my masters?” began Bonvarlet, one evening when they were met, “I would not, for a tun of malmsey wine now, be in the Limousin forest tonight; for do ye hear how it blusters and pours? By the ship of St. Mildred, in a wild night like this, there is no place in the world like your hearthside in a goodly submerge, with a merry host and good liquor; both of which, neighbors, ye have to admiration.”


“Ay, Nicole,” replied Courbouilli, “it is a foul night, truly, either for man or cattle; and yet I’ll warrant ye that the Wehr-Wolves will be out in ’t, for their skin is said to be the same as that the fiend himself wears, and that would shut you out water, and storm, and wind, like a castle wall. Mass, now! but it would be simply the making of my fortune, an I could but get one of their hides.”


“Truly, for a churl,” began Dr. Du Pilon, “an unlettered artisan, thy wish showeth a pretty wit; for a cloak made of a Wehr-Wolf would forever defend the wearer from all other Wolves, and all animals that your Wolves feed upon; even as Pythagoras writeth, that one holding the eye of a Wolf in his hand, shall scare away from him all weaker creatures; for like as the sight of a Wolf doth terrify—”


“Hark, neighbors, did ye hear that cry? It is a Wehr-Wolf’s bark!” exclaimed Jérôme Malbois, starting from his settle.


“Ay, by the bull of St. Luke, did I, friend Jérôme,” returned Bonvarlet; “surely the great fiend himself can make no worse a howling; I even thought ’twould split the very rafters last night, though I deem they’re of good seasoned fir.”


“There thou errest again,” said the Doctor in a pompous tone, to the last speaker. “Oh! ye rustics, whom I live with as Orpheus did with the savages of Thracia, whence is it that ye possess such boundless stupidity? Thou sayest, Jérôme Malbois, that they bark; and I could imagine, that shooting in the dark thou hadst hit on the Greekish phrase Νυξτερι υοι Κυες, or Dogs of the Night, I could say thou hadst said wisely; but now I declare that thou hast spoken full ignorantly, right woodenly, Jérôme Malbois; thou art beyond thy square, friend joiner; thou hast overstepped thy rule, good carpenter. Doth not the great Albertus bear testimony, Oh, most illiterate! that Wolves bark not when he saith:


“‘Ast Lupus Ipse ululat, frendit agrestis aper,’


which, for thine edification is, in the vulgar tongue:


“‘But the Wolf doth loudly howl, and the boar his teeth doth grind,
 
Where the wildest plains are spread before, and forests rise behind.’


“Et idem Auctor, and the same author also saith, which maketh yet more against thee, O mentis inops!


“‘Per noctem resonare Lupus, 

 ululantibus urbes,’


which in the common is


“‘The wolf by night through silent cities prowls,
 
And makes the streets resound with hideous howls.’


“And doth not Servius say the like in a verse wherein I opine he hints at Wehr-Wolves? ‘Ululare, canem est furiare’ — to howl is the voice of dogs and furies: thus findest thou, Faber sciolus! that here we have an agreement touching the voices of wolves, which is low and mournful, and therefore the word Ululatus is fitly applied to the imitation thereof. Your Almaine say Heulen; the Frenchman Hurler; and the Englishman, with a conglomeration of sounds as bad as the Wolf’s own, calleth it howling.”


“By the holy Dog of Tobias!” ejaculated Bonvarlet, “and I think our Doctor speaketh all languages, as he had had his head broken with a brick from the Tower of Babel, and all the tongues had got in at once. But where, think ye, Monsieur, that these cursed Loups-Garoux come from? Are they like unto other wolves, or what breed be they?”


“Nicole Bonvarlet,” again began the untired Doctor, after taking a long draught of the flask, “Nicole Bonvarlet, I perceive thou hast more of good literature than thy fellows; for not only dost thou mar erudition when it is set before thee, but thou also wisely distrustest thine own knowledge, and questionest of those who are more learned than thou. Touching thy demand of what breed are the Wehr-Wolves, be this mine answer. Thou knowest, that if ye ask of a shepherd how he can distinguish one sheep from another, he tells you that even in their faces he sees a distinctio secretio, the which to a common observer is not visible; and thus, when the vulgar see a wolf, they can but say it is a wolf, and there endeth their cunning. But, by the Lion of St. Mark! if ye ask one skilled in the knowledge of four-footed animals, he shall presently discourse to you of the genus and species thereof; make known it’s haunts and history, display it’s occult properties, and give you a lection [reading] upon all that your ancient and modern authors have said concerning it.”


“By the Mass now!” interrupted La Jaquette, “and I would fain know the habit in which your Loup-Garou vests him when he is not in his wolfish shape; whether he have slashed cuishes, and—”


“Peace, I pray you, peace, good Tailleur,” said Doctor Antoine; “it is but rarely that I speak, and even then my discourse is brief, and therefore I beseech you not to mar the words of wisdom which are seldom heard, with thy folly which men may listen to hourly. Touching your Wolves, honest friends, as I was saying, there are five kinds, as Oppianus noteth in his Admonition to Shepherds; of the which, two sorts that rove in the countries of Swecia and the Visigoth, are called Acmone, but of these I will not now speak, but turn me unto those of whose species is the Wehr-Wolf. The first is named Τοξευτερ, or the Shooter, for that he runneth fast, is very bold, howleth fearfully—”


“There is the cry again!” exclaimed Malbois, and as the sounds drew nearer, the doctor’s audience evinced symptoms of alarm, which were rapidly increasing, when a still louder shriek was heard close to the house.


“What ho, within there!” cried a voice, evidently of one in an agony of terror, “an ye be men, open the door,” and the next moment it was burst from its fastenings by the force of a human body falling against it, which dropped without motion upon the floor.


The confusion which this accident created may well be imagined; the doctor, greatly alarmed, retreated into the fireplace, whence he cried out to the equally scared rustics, “It’s a Wehr-Wolf in a human shape; don’t touch him, I tell you, but strike him with a fire fork between the eyes, and he’ll turn to a wolf and run away.”


“Peace, Doctor,” said Bonvarlet, the only one of the party who had ventured near the stranger; “he breathes yet, for he’s a Christian man like as we are.”


“Don’t you be too sure of that,” replied Du Pilon; “ask him to say his Creed, and his Pater-Noster in Latin.”


“Nay, good my master,” returned the humane host, pouring some wine down the stranger’s throat, and bearing his reviving body to the hearth, “he can scarce speak his mother-tongue, and therefore he’s no stomach for Latin, so come, you prince of all chirurgeons, and bleed him; and when he comes to, why, school him yourself.”


The doctor advanced from his retreat, with considerable reluctance, to attend upon his patient, who was richly habited in the luxuriant fashion of the court of Francis, and appeared to be a middle-aged man, of handsome features, and commanding presence. As the doctor, somewhat reassured, began to remove the short cloak to find out the stranger’s arm, he started back with affright, and actually roared with pain at receiving a deep scratch from the huge paw of a wolf, which apparently grew out from his shoulder. “Avaunt thee, Sathanas!” ejaculated the doctor, “I told thee how it would be, my masters, that this cursed Wehr-Wolf would bleed us first. By the porker of St. Anthony! Blessed beast! See he hath clawed me from the Biceps Flexor Cubiti, down to the Os Lunare, even as a peasant would plow over a furrow!”


“Ha, ha, ha,” laughed Bonvarlet, holding up the dreaded wolf’s paw, which was yet bleeding, as if it had been recently separated from the animal. “Here is no Wehr-Wolf, but a brave hunter, who hath cut off his goodly forepaw in the forest, with his couteau-de-chasse; but soft,” he added, throwing it aside, “he recovers!”


“Pierre! — Henri!” said the stranger, recovering, “where are ye? How far is the king behind us? Ha, what place is this? And who are ye?” he continued, looking round.


“This, your good worship, is the Chevalier Bayard’s Arms, in the town of St. Yrieux, where your honor fell, through loss of blood, as I guess, by this wound. We were fain to keep the door barred for fear of the Wehr-Wolves; and we half deemed your lordship to be one, at first sight of the great paw you carried, but now I judge you brought it from the forest.”


“Ay! yes, thou art in the right on’t,” said the stranger, recollecting himself. “I was in the forest! I tell thee, host, that I have this night looked upon the arch demon himself!”


“Apage, Lucifer!” ejaculated the doctor, devoutly crossing his breast; “and have I received a claw from his forefoot? I feel the enchantment of Lycanthropy coming over me; I shall be a Wehr-Wolf myself, shortly; for what saith Hornhoofius, in his Treatise de Diabolus, lib. xiv. cap. xxiii. — they who are torn by a Wehr-Wolf — Oh me! — Oh me! — Libera nos, Domine. Look to yourselves, neighbors, or I shall raven upon ye all.”


“I pray you, Master Doctor,” said Bonvarlet, “to let his lordship tell us his story first, and then we’ll hear yours. — How was it, fair sir? — but take another cup of wine first.”


“My tale is brief,” answered the stranger: “The king is passing tonight through the Limousin, and with two of his attendants I rode forward to prepare for his coming; when, in the darkness of the wood, we were separated, and, as I galloped on alone, an enormous wolf, with fiery flashing eyes, leaped out of a brake before me, with the most fearful howlings, and rushed on me with the speed of lightning.”


“Aye,” interrupted Du Pilon, “as I told ye, they are called, in the Greekish phrase Νυξτερι υοι Κυες, Dogs of the Night, because of their howlings, and Τοξευτερ, for that they shoot along.”


“Now I pray your honor to proceed, and heed not the Doctor,” said Bonvarlet.


“As the wolf leaped upon my horse, I drew my couteau-de-chasse, and severed that huge paw which you found upon me: but as the violence of the blow made the weapon fall, I caught up a large forked branch of a tree, and struck the animal upon the forehead: upon which, my horse began to rear and plunge; for, where the wolf stood, I saw by a momentary glimpse of moonlight the form of an ancient enemy, who had long since been banished from France, and whom I believed to have died of famine in the Hartz Forest.”


“Lo you there now,” said du Pilon, “a blow between the eyes with a forked stick — said I not so from Philo-Diamones, lib. xcii? Oh, I’m condemned to be a Wehr-Wolf of a verity, and I shall eat those of my most intimate acquaintances the first. Masters look to yourselves: O dies infelix! Oh unhappy man that I am!” — and with these words he rushed out of the cottage.


“I think the very fiend is in Monsieur the Doctor, tonight,” cried the host, “for here he’s gone off without dressing his honor’s wounds.”


“Heed not that, friend, but do thou provide torches and assistance to meet the king; my wound is but small; but when my horse saw the apparition I told you of, he bounded forward like a wild Russian colt, dragged me through all the briars of the forest — for there seemed a troop of a thousand wolves howling behind us — and at the verge of it he dropped lifeless, and left me, still pursued, to gain the town, weak and wounded as I was.”


“St. Dennis be praised now!” said Bonvarlet, “you showed a good heart, my lord; but we’ll at once set out to meet the king; so neighbors take each of ye a good pine faggot off the hearth, and call up more help as you go; and Nicolette and Madeline will prepare for our return.”


“But,” asked the stranger, “where’s the wolf’s paw that I brought from the forest?”


“I cast it aside, my lord,” answered Bonvarlet, “till you had recovered; but I would fain beg it of you as a gift, for I will hang it over my fireplace, and have its story made into a song by Rowland the minstrel — and, mother of God! What is this?” continued he, putting into his guest’s hand a human arm, cut off at the elbow, vested in the worn-out sleeve of a hunter’s coat, and bleeding freshly at the part where it was dissevered.


“Holy St. Mary!” exclaimed the stranger, regarding the hand attentively, “this is the arm of Gaspar de Marcanville, yet bearing the executioner’s brand burnt in his flesh; and he is a Wehr-Wolf!”


“Why,” said Bonvarlet, “that’s the habit worn by the melancholy hunter, whose daughter lives at the Château yonder. He rarely comes to St. Yrieux, but when he does, he brings more game than any ten of your gentlemen huntsmen ever did. Come, we’ll go seek the daughter of this man-wolf, and then on to the forest, for this fellow deserves a stake and a bundle of faggots, as well as ever Jeanne d’Arc did, in my simple thinking.”


They then proceeded to Adèle, at the dilapidated Château; and her distress at the foregoing story may better be conceived than described; yet she offered not the slightest resistance to accompanying them to the forest; but when one of the party mentioned their expected meeting with the king, her eyes became suddenly lighted up, and retiring for a moment, she expressed herself in readiness to attend them. At the skirts of the forest they found an elderly man, of a strange, quaint appearance, crouching in the fern like a hare, who called out to them, in a squeaking voice, that was at once familiar to all, “Take care of yourselves, good people, for I am a Wehr-Wolf, and shall speedily spring upon ye.”


“Why, that’s our doctor, as I am a sinful man,” cried Bonvarlet; “let’s try his own cure upon him. Neighbor Malbois, give me a tough forked branch, and I’ll disenchant him, I warrant; and you, Courbouilli, out with your knife, as though you would skin him” — and then he continued aloud, “Oh, honest friend, you’re a Wehr-Wolf, are you? Why, then, I’ll dispossess the devil that’s in you. You shall be flayed, and then burnt for a wizard.”


With that the rustics of St. Yrieux, who enjoyed the jest, fell upon the unhappy doctor, and, by a sound beating, and other rough usage, so convinced him that he was not a Wehr-Wolf, that he cried out, “Praised be St. Gregory, I am a whole man again. Lo, I am healed, but my bones feel wondrous sore! Who is he that hath cured me? — By the mass, I am grievously bruised! — Thanks to the seraphical Father Francis, the devil hath gone out of me!”


Whilst the peasants were engaged in searching for the king’s party and the mutilated wolf, the stranger who was left with Adèle de Marcanville, fainted through loss of blood; and, as she bent over him, and staunched his wounds with her scarf, he said, with a faint voice — “Fair one, who is it, thinkest thou, whom thou art so blessedly attending?”


“I wot not,” answered she, “but that thou art a man.”


“Hear me, then, and throw aside these bandages for my dagger, for I am thy father’s ancient enemy, the Count de Saintefleur.”


“Heaven forgive you then,” returned Adèle, “for the time of vengeance belongs to it only.”


“And it is come!” cried a loud hoarse voice, as a large wolf, wounded by the loss of a forepaw, leaped upon the count and put an end to his existence. At the same moment, the royal train, which the peasants had discovered, rode up with flambeaux, and a knight, with a large partisan, made a blow at the wolf, whom Adèle vainly endeavored to preserve, since the stroke was of sufficient power to destroy both. The wolf gave one terrific howl, and fell backwards in the form of a tall gaunt man, in a hunting dress; whilst Adèle, drawing a packet from her bosom, and offering it to the king, sank lifeless upon the body of her father, Gaspar de Marcanville, the Wehr-Wolf of Limousin.
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Je me souviens, en effet, qu’ à la table du sénéschal était un seigneur qui faisait rire les convives par la manière gauche avec laquelle il maniait la fourchette et les couteaux; mais comment me serais-je imaginé que je soupais avec un ancien loup?


[I remember, in fact, that at the seneschal’s table there was a lord who made the guests laugh by the awkward way in which he handled the fork and knives; but how could I have imagined that I was having dinner with a former wolf?]


 — Tristan Le Voyageur







It was the third day after the grand procession in honor of Saint Ursula and the other virgin martyrs, [01] and yet the town of Josselin was far from having returned to its wonted repose. The bells of Notre Dame du Roncier still rang out every now and then, as if forgetting that the fête was over; crowds were seen rolling, and meeting, and breaking in the streets; banners floated from the windows, and flowers and branches tapestried the walls. The representatives, indeed, of the eleven thousand Virgins had begun to disappear from the gaze of an equivocal worship, like the flowers at the close of summer. Every hour some glittering fragment was seen detaching itself from the mass; and as the beautiful pensionnaire, in her litter, or on her palfrey, raised her head sidelong to listen to the discourse of some wandering knight, whom chance, or our Lady of the Bramble-bush, [02] had bestowed on her for an escort, she might have been observed to throw forwards into the distance a glance of fear, or at least distaste, to where the bars of her monastic cage seemed to gape for their accustomed prisoner. The ladies of the neighborhood too and the highborn cameristes of the nobility, as they floated homewards, surrounded by the chivalry of their province, sighed heavily when the towers of the chateau of the house of Porhoett [03] melted away in the golden sky; and the humbler damsels of the villages, to whom a part in the procession had been accorded, from the difficulty of finding so many virgins of high rank, waved mournfully their chaplets of blue-bells in token of adieu, and as the evening drew in, looked round in terror for the wandering fires of the sotray, and the dwarfs who dance at night round the peulvan [stone ].


A sufficient number still remained, however, to give an appearance of bustle and animation to the town; and it was thought that so great a concourse had never before been known to grace the annual ceremony of ducking the fishermen [04], which took place on the day when this history commences. The crowd which lined the riverside was immense. Ladies, knights, and squires, chatelains of the neighborhood, priests, bourgeois and villeins — all were jumbled together with as little distinction as it was possible for the feudal pact to sanction. Minstrels, trouvères, and jongleurs mingled in the crowd, some singing, some striking the cymbals, and some reciting stories. Tables were spread in the midst, where savoy viands were eagerly bought by the spectators, — for it was now more than two hours since dinner, being past midday. Instead of tablecloths, the ancient and economical substitute of flowers and leaves was tastefully arranged upon the board, and streams of wine and hippocras played from naked statues, in a manner which in our time would be reckoned less delicate than ingenious.


The bells at last began to ring, and the trumpets to bray; and the judges of the place, surrounded with banners, and all the pride, pomp, and circumstance of authority, entered upon the scene. Having taken their station, a solemn proclamation was made, calling upon all the persons who had sold, during Lent, fish taken in the river, to compeer then and there, either personally or by proxy, and for the satisfaction of the lieges, and in token of fealty and submission to the lord of the fief, to throw a somersault in the said river, under pain of a fine of three livres and four sous.


A simultaneous shout arose from the multitude when the crier finished, and the air was shaken for many minutes by a burst of laughter like the neighing of a whole nation of Houyhnhnms. One by one, the fish-merchants answered to the summons; some defying the ridicule of their situation by an air of good-humored audacity; some looking solemn and sulky; and some casting a glance of marked hostility upon the turbulent and rapid waters before them. These feudal victims, generally speaking, were stout young fellows; but a few among them were evidently quiet townsfolk, who had nothing to do with the catching of the fish they had had the misfortune to sell. Two or three appeared to be the rustic retainers of gentlemen who had not scrupled to make profitable use of the river where it watered their estates, but who were altogether disinclined to do homage in their own persons; and these locum tenentes [those who hold the position] more especially looked with extreme disgust upon an element with which they were connected neither by habit nor interest.


Owing to the late rains, indeed, the stream on this day presented an appearance not very inviting to the unpracticed bather. The black and swollen waters came down with a sullen turbulence, and an eddy whirling violently in the deep pool chosen for the scene of the divers’ exploits, was somewhat startling to the imagination. Some were followed to the water’s edge by the elder women of their families visiting and encouraging them, and others were egged on to the adventure by the sheathed swords of their masters, who seemed to enter into the joke with great gusto, shouting and clapping their hands at every deeper plunge.


The sport at length suffered some interruption from the backwardness of a country fellow, whose master in vain endeavored, partly by fair words and partly by punches with the hilt of his sword, to drive him into the river.


“For the love of the Virgin,” said the recusant, “only look at these black and muddy waters! It was on this very spot I saw last Easter the Leader of Wolves step grimly upon the bank in the moonlight, followed by his hellish pack; and, now I think on’t, if he did not look at me fixedly with his dead eye, I am no Christian man but a heathen Turk!”


“Thou shalt tell me the story again — thou shalt, indeed,” said the master, a man in the prime of life, and a knight by his golden spurs; “but in with thee now, good Hugues — in with thee, for the honor of the house! ’Tis but a step — a jump — a plunge; thou wilt float, I’ll warrant thee, like a duck. Now, shut thy mouth, wink thine eyes, and leap, in the name of Saint Gildas!” [05]


“Saint Gildas, indeed!” said the man, “I am neither a duck nor a saint, I trow. I cannot roost upon the waters, not I, with my legs gathered up into my doublet. Were it a league to the bottom, I should down. Neither can I tuck the waves under me like a garment, and sail away in the fashion of the Abbot of Rhuys, as light as a fly in a cockleshell, singing, Deus, in adiutorium!”  [06]


“Want of faith, good Hugues,” returned the Knight, repressing his vexation, “nothing save want of faith.” But as the crowd began to murmur aloud, his choler awoke, and with a vigorous arm he dragged the victim to the water’s edge.


“Beast that thou art!” he exclaimed, “shall the honor of the house of Keridreux be stained by a blot like thee? In with thee, rebellious cur, or I will pitch thee into the middle of the stream like a clod!”


“I will then,” said the man with a gasp, “I will indeed. Holy Saints, I had ever such an aversion to water! For the love of the Virgin, just give me a push, as if by accident, for my legs feel as if they were growing from the bank. Stay — only one moment! Wait till I have shut my eyes and my mouth. I will make as if I was looking into the river, and the bystanders will think we have been discoursing of the fish.” The Knight clenched his hand in a fury, as the murmurs of the crowd rose into a shout; and while Hugues was running over the names of as many saints as he could remember in so trying a moment — Notre Dame du Roncier, Saint Yves, Saint Brieuc, Saint Gildas — he lent him a blow that would assuredly have sent him beyond the middle of the stream, had not the victim, moved either by a presentiment of danger, or by some sudden qualm of cowardice, sprung round at the same instant, and caught, as if with a death-grip, by his master’s doublet. The force which he had exerted almost sufficed of itself to overbalance the Knight, and it is no wonder, therefore, that the next moment both master and man were floundering in the river.


A rush took place to the water’s edge at this novel exhibition. The bourgeois clapped their hands and shouted to the depth of their throats; the ladies screamed; and those who had handsome knights near them fainted; all was noise and confusion among the crowd.


The Knight, in the mean time, being tall, had gained a footing, although up to his neck in water; where he stood tugging at his sword, and casting round a bloodthirsty glance, resolving to sacrifice the caitiff who had so villainously compromised the dignity of the house of Keridreux, before emerging from the river. Hugues was carried out of his reach by the current, and dragged on shore amidst the jeers of the bystanders; and the stout Knight, as soon as he had become aware of this fact, rejecting indignantly the assistance that was offered him, climbed up on the bank, and clearing a space with a single circle of his sword, strode up to his intended victim. Another instant would have decided the fate of Hugues, who, having escaped a watery death, seemed to view with composure the perils of the land; but a lady, breaking through the circle of spectators, stepped in between him and his master.


“A boon! a boon! Sir Knight,” she exclaimed; “give me the villein’s life, for the honor of chivalry!” The Sire of Keridreux started back as if at the sight of a specter; his sword fell from his hand; the flush of anger died on his cheek; and he stood for some moments mute and motionless, like an apparition of the drowned.


“The boon,” said he, at length recovering his self-possession, “is too worthless for thy asking. I would I had been commanded to fetch thee the head of the King of the Mohammedans, or to do some other service worthy of thy beauty, fair Beatrix, and of my loyalty!”


“Loyalty!” repeated the lady, half in scorn, half in anger. The Knight sighed heavily; and after losing some moments in the purgatory of painful remembrance, his thoughts, reverting to the circumstances of his present situation, fixed eagerly upon the object apparently best qualified to afford them ostensible employment.


“How, dog!” he cried, striding up to the still dripping vassal, “hast thou not the grace even to thank the condescension which stoops to care for thy base and worthless life? Down on thy knees, false cur — crouch!” and catching Hugues by the throat, he hurled him to the feet of his patroness.


“Enough, enough,” said the lady; “get thee gone, thou naughty fish-seller; St. Gildas be thy speed, and teach thee another time to have more faith in the water, when the need of thy lord requires thee to represent the worthy person of the Sire of Keridreux!”


Hugues kissed the hem of the mantle of his fair preserver, and coasting distantly round his master, dived into the crowd and disappeared.


While with the grave pace and solemn countenance of a Breton knight, the Sire of Keridreux strode stately along in the townward direction by the side of the lady, his lank hair and dripping garments seemed to afford considerable amusement to the spectators. The bourgeois concealed their merriment only till he, had passed to a distance at which it would be safe to laugh; and the nobles, partly from politeness and partly from prudence, were fain to put their gloves upon their mouths. The Knight, however, seemed to have forgotten his late disaster and present plight, in considerations of more moment. He turned his head neither to the right nor to the left, but stalked mutely and majestically along, till on arriving at the house where his fair companion resided, the bubbling sound that attended his plunging into an armchair recalled his wandering thoughts.


“The beast!” he muttered, “the outcast dog! To serve me such a trick, and in her presence; after I had arrayed myself in all respects befitting the dignity of the spurs, and journeyed hither on purpose to get speech of her! Beatrix,” he continued aloud, and seizing hold of her hand with his wet glove, “fairest Beatrix, deign to regard with compassion the most miserable of the slaves of thy beauty!”


“Indeed I do,” said Beatrix, with grave simplicity, “the weather begins now to get cold, and these wet clothes must be both unpleasant and dangerous. I think I hear the cry of ‘cupping!’ in the street! [07] allow me to persuade thee to lose a little blood.”


“An ocean, in a cause of thine!” replied the Knight, “but by a lance, fair Beatrix, not a lancet; I had ever a horror of losing blood otherwise than in a fair field.”


“Then at least a draught of wine will fortify thee against the cold; and here stands a flask of the true Paris brewing, to which our wines of Brittany are mere cider.” [08] She then decanted about a modern quart into a huge silver cup, which she presented to the Knight.


“Let it receive virtue from thy lip,” said the Knight, hesitatingly, “or I shall find none.”


“Nay, nay, fair Sir,” replied Beatrix, “those days are past and gone. We have eaten, it is true, out of the same dish, and drunken out of the same cup, but what was only folly then would be sin and shame now.” [09] The Knight raised the goblet gloomily to his mouth.


“I trust,” said Beatrix, while she stooped, as if to look for something among the rushes on the floor, “I trust that the worthy Dame of Keridreux is in good health?” The Knight started at the question, and was seized with a fit of coughing which spoiled his draught.


“Confusion upon the name!” he cried, dashing the remainder of the wine upon the floor. “Would to heaven she were in the health I wish her! And it is thou, cruel as thou art, and fair as thou art cruel, who hast bound me to a stake as doleful as the cross — who hast leagued me, I verily believe, with an incarnate fiend!”


“I have heard,” said Beatrix demurely, but with sparkling eyes, “that the Dame of Keridreux is of somewhat a peculiar temper; but, for my part, I was, as I am, only a simple maiden, and no liege sovereign to give in marriage my vassals at my pleasure.”


“Oh, would thou hadst been less my liege sovereign — or more! I loved thee, Beatrix, as a man and a soldier; I knew nothing, not I, of the idle affectation which plays with a true servant even as an angler tickles a trout; I received thy seeming slight as a purposed insult and straightway went home, and married another in pure fury and despite.”


“Alas, alas!” said Beatrix, weeping, “thou wert ever of a fierce and sudden temper! Thou knewest not of the modern fashion of noble and knightly love. Having plighted thy troth, and drunk with me of the cup of faith and unity, thou dreamedst not of aught save holy wedlock after the manner of our ancestors. It entered not into thy brain to imagine that the lays of the minstrel were to be verified in the history of private life, and that thou wert to enter into human happiness, as the soul attains to Heaven, through the portals of doubt, fear, sorrow, suffering, yea, even despair. Alack-a-day! Peradventure I was myself to blame; peradventure I disguised the too great softness of my heart by too stony a hardness of the face, and looked to thee, alas! for more patience and forbearance in the conduct than there was constancy in the soul. But God’s will be done!” continued she, drying her eyes. “Time and our Lady’s benevolence will straighten all things, even the crooked temper if crooked it be of the Dame of Keridreux.”


“Serpent!” exclaimed the Knight bitterly, “thou knowest not what she is. Oh, if I could find but one leper spot on her body for twenty on her soul!”


“Hush! hush!” interrupted the lady hastily, “thou forgettest that although the laws of man are silent, those of God still speak with a voice of thunder to the transgressor!” [10] “But thou knowest her not,” repeated the Knight. “Oh, I could tell thee what would turn thy young blood cold but to hear!”


“Then tell me,” said Beatrix, “for I love to have my blood run cold.”


“Alas, alas!” ejaculated the sorrowful husband, “she understands Latin!” [11]


“Latin! Holy Virgin, how I pity thee! Out on the false heart! it could not be without a price she bought that knowledge. It was but last Easter that one of those learned dames in the neighborhood of the convent where I board sat upon a viper’s eggs, and produced a winged serpent with three heads, whose nourishment to this hour, as all men relate, is human blood.” The gallant Knight grew pale at this anecdote; but after swallowing down another goblet of wine at a draught, he hemmed stoutly, and again seizing the hand of his sometime love—


“Beatrix,” said he suddenly, “I am weary of my life; I have come to the determination of abandoning my inheritance, and passing over into Italy. Fly with me! I will either beg or buy a dispensation from the Pope, and make thee my wife in Rome.” Beatrix opened her eyes in astonishment mingled with horror. Turning away her head in aversion, she looked towards the window. The shades of evening were beginning to fall, and at the moment the distant howl of a wolf in the neighboring forest struck upon her ear. The maiden shuddered at the ominous sound. Spitting in sign of abhorrence, [12] while she crossed herself devoutly—


“Alas!” she exclaimed, “unhappy wretch! knowest thou not that in Italy — aye, even in Spain, or England, thou wouldst still be under the jurisdiction of the laws of Heaven? Are we not assured that such transgressor shuts upon himself the gates of Paradise — and with a wife like thine, couldst thou expect them to re-open? Would the vixen Dame of Keridreux, beseeching the permission of Saint Peter, come to thee at thy cry, and exclaim through the bars, ‘I forgive thee!’” [13] The Knight groaned, and applied again to the wine-goblet.


“Art thou not afraid,” resumed the lady, “to go home to thy lonely abode, and at so late an hour, with a mortal sin in thy thoughts? Perchance the howl of that prowling wolf was an omen sent by Our Lady herself to warn thee; and now, while I recall it — holy saints — methought the voice sounded like thine own!”


“Saint Yves and Saint Brieuc!” cried the Knight, starting suddenly upon his legs. “Thou dost not mean it! No longer ago than last night I dreamed that I was myself transformed into a loup-garou; and at Easter the misbegotton cur who dragged me today into the river, saw with his own eyes the Leader of Wolves coming out of the very pool where I plunged!” [14]


Beatrix changed color at this intelligence, and as the room became darker and darker, began to wish her unhallowed lover away.


“Repent,” said she, “repent while there is yet time; I will myself beseech Our Lady du Roncier in thy behalf. Good-night, good-night — and Heaven hold thee from turning a loup-garou!” The Knight, true to the Breton custom, having first ascertained that there was no more wine in the jar, [15] made his obeisance with a heavy sigh, and left the house without uttering another word.


His conversation with Beatrix having been greatly fuller than it has been thought necessary to report, it was now late in the evening, being past eight o’clock. The streets were deserted and the houses shut up; and most of the inhabitants, having supped two hours ago, were beginning to think of retiring to bed. [16]


On emerging from the dark and lonely street, where the rows of tall houses inclined their heads to each other in gossip fashion, the Knight, with unsteady step, and head bewildered both by love and wine, took the way to the bridge. While walking cautiously over the creaking planks, a hum of distant voices rose upon his ear, and presently a small solitary light appeared dancing wildly upon the troubled waters. He stood still in awe and curiosity, till at length the light was suddenly extinguished and the voices ceased; and muttering a prayer for the drowned, whose corpse was thus sought for and miraculously pointed out, he resumed his journey. [17]


The shades of evening fell more thickly around every moment, and the Sire began to regret his bootless journey, and to look sharply about at the solitary tree or tall stone which stood here and there with an unpleasant perpendicularity near the roadside.


In these days trees and stones were not the only objects of curiosity which presented themselves to the gaze of the night traveler. Men, housed in their towers, and castles, and cottages, were accustomed piously to leave the kingdom of literal darkness to those whom it more concerned; and when accident compelled some luckless wayfarer to encroach upon forbidden hours, he looked upon himself as an intruder where he had no business, and where he was exceedingly likely to meet with the chastisement he deserved. Like most persons in a similar situation, the Knight experienced a marvelous increase in piety as he went along. He repeated an Ave at every step; and on arriving at the different confluences of little village paths, where crosses were raised to serve as direction-posts to the dead who might be disposed to revisit their relations, [18] he stood still, and prayed aloud, with perfect sincerity, for the repose of their souls.


Farther on, having reached a stream which, leaping out of a wood, crossed the road, he paused in doubt as to the depth; for, in truth, his brain was somewhat confused with the wine he had drunk. On raising his head, he was startled to see a lady standing among the trees at the water’s edge. She was dressed in white, and, as well as he could distinguish, very elegantly formed; but her face was concealed from him, as she bent over the stream busily engaged in wringing a garment which she had apparently just washed. An unpleasant sensation swept across the mind of the Sire of Keridreux; and although a man of distinguished courage, and devotedly attached to the fair sex (for all his wife belonged to it), he plunged suddenly knee-deep into the water, and made for the opposite bank.


Attracted by the sound, the lady raised her head. “Sir Knight,” she exclaimed, in a voice of touching sweetness — “tarry, I pray thee, for the love of honor, and help me to wring this garment, which is all too heavy for my slender fingers!” The Knight, half alarmed and half ashamed, turned back, and leaping into the wood, seized hold of the dripping garment which she presented to him. He twisted to the right; but the lady was twisting the same way.


“We are wrong,” said she with good-humor. The Knight twisted to the left, but his companion had at the same moment changed also. She laughed. The Knight tried again, but with the same effect — again and again; and as at last he perceived with whom he had to deal, his hair bristled upon his head, and cold drops of sweat trickled down his brow. But still he continued the bootless labor, twisting, straining, praying, and perspiring, till at length the garment fell into the water, and danced away like a bubble on the stream; and the false washerwoman, breaking into shrieks of wild laughter, disappeared among the trees. [19]


The Knight made but one leap across the river, and, regaining the firm road, recommenced his journey with as much speed as could well be exerted by legs which would not be said to run. His brain, unsettled before, was turned completely topsy-turvy by this adventure; the air was thick with shadows; his ears were filled with strange voices; and at length, as the substantial howl of a wolf arose from the neighboring thicket, it was echoed by a cry as wild and dismal from his own lips. His dream of the loup-garou — the warning of Beatrix — the horrible similarity she had detected in the voices of the wolf and the man — all rushed upon his heart like a deluge.


At the instant, a sound resembling a human cry floated upon the sluggish wind; it approached nearer and nearer, seeming one moment a shout of menace, the next a call for aid, and the next a moan of agony. Sometimes it appeared to melt away in the distance, and sometimes the heart of the traveler died within him as it crept close to his very heels. In vain he tugged with unstrung fingers at his sword — in vain he essayed to produce one pious ejaculation from his dry lips; and at length, fairly subdued by the horrors of his situation, he betook himself to open flight.


The voice of the Crieuses de Nuit pursued him [20] — his brain began to wander. His rapid steps sounded to his ears like the galloping of a four-footed animal: he rubbed his sleeve upon his face, and was convinced for the moment that he wore a coat of fur, forgetting that his own beard produced the peculiarity of friction: but at length, somewhat relieved by the rattling of his sword and the jingling of his spurs, he thanked Our Lady du Roncier that he was still no loup-garou.


The night in the meantime was getting darker and darker; the road where it crossed a plain became less distinguishable from the bare and level soil at the sides; and at length the traveler, deviating by little and little, lost the track altogether. Still, however, he continued to run on, for in mortal fear one cares not about the whither, contented with escape, even if it should be to a worse danger. And so it happened with the Sire of Keridreux; for in flying from what, after all, was but perhaps a mere sound — vox, et praeterea nihil [sound without substance] — he stumbled upon a substantial misadventure.


On diving down a sudden declivity, with even more velocity than he had calculated on, he found himself all at once in the midst of at least a dozen men, dressed from head to foot in white robes. The abrupt visitor paused in astonishment and dismay, as a shout of welcome rang in his ears.


“Hail, Sire of Keridreux!” cried one.


“Hail, husband of the dame who understands Latin!” another.


“Hail, guilty lover of Beatrix!” a third.


“Hail, magnanimous ducker in the fisherman’s well!” a fourth; and so on, till the whole had spoken; each speaker, when he had finished, whirling swiftly round on one foot like a vaulter at a merry-meeting. When every man had thus given his welcome, the strange group continued their revolutions in silence for some minutes, their white garments floating round them like vapor agitated by the wind. They at length stopped suddenly, and shouted with one voice, “Hail, LOUP-GAROU!” and presently there began so surprising a din of baying and howling, that a whole forest of wolves could not have produced the like.


The Knight listened at first in terror, but by degrees he began to howl himself, as if in emulation. The louder he howled, however, the louder rose the voices of his companions; and he threw away his headgear, and spread back his beard to give his voice play. Thus, by degrees, he tore off his clothes, piece by piece, till at last he found himself howling in cuerpo [naked].


His comrades then caught him by the hand, and joined hands also with one another, they formed a ring, and began to dance round a great stone standing on end in the midst. Round and round danced the trees, and the rocks, and the hills, and the whole world, in the eyes of the Knight; and to his stunned ears, every stone had a voice, every leaf and clod its individual howl. Round flew the dancers — faster, and faster, and faster; till the Sire of Keridreux sank gasping upon the ground, and the White Men, springing into the air with a “whirr!” disappeared from his sight. [21]


When his recollection returned, he found himself lying upon the same spot, stark naked. It was now daylight, and he heard the sunrise horn sounding from a watch-tower in the neighborhood. Gathering himself up, stiff, bruised, and exhausted, he looked round, and discovered with no small satisfaction that he stood upon his own ground. The castle of Keridreux was close at hand, and the scene of his adventure was the corner of a belt of wood which on one side protected the fortress. Having collected his scattered garments, he dressed as well as he could, and went straight home.


The Dame of Keridreux was in bed when her lord arrived, and as he entered the apartment, she raised herself on her elbow, and prepared, with eyes glowing like two live coals, to discharge upon his devoted head the wrath she had been nursing for him the whole night. There was something, however, peculiar in his appearance this morning. In his jaded and haggard air she could discern few of the accusing witnesses of debauchery she had so often produced against him; and his scared look, she saw at a glance, was wholly unconnected with conjugal awe. The lady, therefore, suffered her husband to undress without a single remark, and to throw himself into bed, at an hour when more sprightly spouses were sallying forth to the chase.


Altering her usual plan of operations, she crept close to where he lay, and, throwing her arm around him, heaved a deep sigh. The Knight sprang with a suppressed oath from her embrace, and took refuge in a more distant part of the bed; a thing which it was not difficult to do at a period when such articles of household furniture were usually twelve feet long, and of a proportionate breadth. [22]


“Alas!” sighed the lady, in a tender tone, “how dreary are the hours of night that are passed in the absence of a beloved husband!” The Knight groaned.


“Where hast thou been, thou runaway?” continued she; “where hast thou been, my baron?” [23]


“I have been,” said the Knight — “Oh!” and he groaned again.


“Alack-a-day!” sighed the Dame once more. “I slept not a wink the live-long night. I feared that some mischance had befallen thee; and the wolves in the forest kept such a howling”


“It was I who howled!” said the Knight suddenly.


“Thou! nay, now thou art mocking me; the merry wine still dances in thy brain — thou who howled!”


“By the holy Virgin!” said the Knight, “it was none other than my comrades and I!”


“Thou art mad to say it; thou art deeper in the wine-cups than I thought. Where hast thou been?” continued she sharply; “where wert thou all night?”


“I was dancing in the wood,” said the Knight, sleepily and sulkily; “and I howled” — yawning.


“Why didst thou howl?” inquired the lady, with fierce curiosity.


“I howled because I was a wolf, and could not choose!”


“Oho!” said she, as the Knight dropped asleep. “O ho!” Then stirring him gently, and placing her lips to his ear—


“What part of the wood,” she whispered, “my own baron?”


“At the corner,” replied the half unconscious Knight, “where stands the great stone; cursed be its generation!” and he slept aloud.


The day was far advanced before the Sire of Keridreux awoke. He found, as usual, at his bedside his vassal Hugues; who indeed, besides his numerous other capacities, was a sort of body squire or feudal valet (in the modern sense of the word), and superintended more particularly the dress and toilet of his master. Hugues on this occasion had much of the air of one of the class of quadrupeds we have mentioned, when his tail, technically speaking, is between his legs; he stood edgeways to his master, with his face in such a position as to give him the advantage of eyeing with equal perspicuousness the lord on the one hand and the open door on the other, while his feet were so planted upon the rushes that at a word or a look he could have vanished in the manner vulgarly called “a bolt.”


The Knight, however, seemed to have been sweated out of his Celtic irascibility; for, although conscious that to the villainous trick of his dependent he owed all his misfortunes, he turned upon him a look more in sorrow than in anger.


“Alas!” said he, with a heavy sigh, “that he who has eaten of my bread and drunk of my cup, with all his uncles and grandmothers before him, should at last have served me so unrighteous a turn!”


“I could not help it,” replied Hugues, whimpering, yet deriving courage from the placid grief of his master; “St. Gildas is my judge, I could not help it! Yet what, my master! it was but a ducking at the best; only fancy it rain water, and it will be dry before thou hast time to take off thy morning’s draught.”


“Out on thee, false knave!” said the Knight; “thinkest thou I care for a wet doublet? It was not the water alas! but the wine—”


“Holy Saints! and what have I to do with that?” ejaculated Hugues. “If it was not water — ay, and right foul and muddy water too — that thou and I played our gambols in, may I never taste another drop of wine in my life!”


“It was the wine, Hugues, and yet it was the water; for thou shalt know that a superabundance of the one can only be cured by a like quantity of the other. And yet, alas! it was not the wine, but the lateness of the hour; although this being the consequence of the lapse of time, and that of the action of drinking, which again was caused by water, thou, beast that thou art! art at the bottom of all. Well, well, what is past and gone may not now be helped; it behoves a wise man to enjoy the present and prepare for the future: hand me therefore my morning’s draught, and let us consider of what is to be done; for I vow and protest that I do perspire from my very inmost marrow at the thoughts of the approaching night!”


The Sire then raising himself up in bed, with the assistance of Hugues, applied to his lips, at short intervals, a capacious silver flagon filled with hippocras [sweet, spiced wine], and between whiles narrated at full length to the confidant the story of his mishaps.


In the consultation which followed, it was determined that Hugues should start off incontinent on a fleet steed with a letter to Father Etienne of Ploërmel, the Knight’s confessor, imploring his immediate presence at the Castle of Keridreux; and it was fondly hoped that, by virtue of the prayers and anathemas of the holy man, the evil hour of twilight, when the Sire might otherwise expect to be driven forth to resume the nightly character of a loup-garou, would pass over in peace.


“Hie thee away, good Hugues; hie thee away!” said the Knight; “ride for life and death, if thou lovest me; and as the holy monk is somewhat of the slowest in equestrian matters, even fix a pillion to thy own horse, and fetch him hither behind thee.”


It was not the custom of the Dame of Keridreux to permit egress from the castle without knowing all the whys and wherefores of the matter; and Hugues, who had been trained to turn and double like a hare in such cases, hesitated as to the plan he should adopt to smuggle himself out. Recollecting, however, that in whatever manner he might manage for himself, it would be difficult to compel his steed to crawl upon knees and haunches, or even to repress the joyful neigh with which he was wont to enter upon a journey; and, moreover, bethinking himself that, in reality, there was nothing detrimental to the power and dignity of the Dame in her husband’s desiring to see his confessor in circumstances so critical, he went boldly to the stable and saddled his horse, only taking care to conceal the pillion with an old cloak, for fear of raising the devil in the jealous mind of his mistress.


“And whither away, good Hugues?” asked the lady, popping in her head just at the moment when man and horse were about to dart from the stable. “Whither away so fast, and whither away so late?”


“To Ploërmel,” answered Hugues, “with the permission of God.”


“And thine errand, if it be not a secret?”


“To order a mass to be said for the deliverance of my master from the power of evil spirits.”


“A right holy errand! Our Lady speed thee, amen!”


“Amen!” repeated Hugues; and scarcely conscious that he had told a lie, so much was he in the habit of that figure of speech when in conversation with the Dame, he was in the act of clapping his heels to his horse’s sides.


“Stay!” said the lady. “I bethink me that I have here a memorandum for my own confessor at Ploërmel; and truly it is the duty of a good wife to seek assistance from Holy Church in circumstances so strange and trying. Deliver this with commendations to Father Bonaventure; thou wilt distinguish it from thy master’s, if he have given a written order for the mass, by its want both of seal and address; for the thoughts of the innocent require no protection from the curiosity either of men or spirits.”


When Hugues, who loved a good gallop with all his heart, arrived at the oak of Mivoie, he bethought himself of his dispatches, and slackening his pace, pulled them forth from his breast, to assure himself of their safety.


“This is my lady’s,” thought he; “for although I cannot read a single letter, yet I have learning enough to know that here there is neither seal nor address; while the other — Holy Mary! what hath come to pass?” and, turning it round in consternation, he discovered that the second letter was in precisely the same predicament. The Knight, in his anxiety and confusion, had forgotten the customary forms; and the two letters, to the unpracticed eyes of Hugues, were as undistinguishable as two peas. Although sorely afraid, however, of the consequences of a blunder, where the vixen Dame of Keridreux was concerned, he determined stoutly to be in the right on his master’s side, and to try Father Etienne with both, should the first prove to be the wrong one. Fortifying himself with this resolution, he resumed his gallop, and speedily came within sight of the town of Ploërmel.


The avenues to this town were nothing more than the tracks from the neighboring huts and castles; no great road appeared in its vicinity, like an artery, spreading wealth abroad into its dependencies; and no navigable river or canal supplied the want of a highway on terra firma. For this reason Ploërmel, although a considerable place, had something singularly melancholy and solitary in its aspect; the houses, too, were old and black; and the convent, now visible on the brow of a hill, seemed to guard with sullen austerity the strange quiet of the scene. [24]


Hugues crossed himself mechanically as he entered the town, and mentally resolved that nothing short of sorcery should detain him beyond sunset within its precincts.


Father Etienne was a precise and somewhat sour-looking elderly man, and Hugues was rejoiced to find, on delivery of the letter, that he had committed no mistake. The priest’s countenance expressed both the grief and surprise that were natural on such an occasion; and after a moment’s deliberation he told the messenger that he should be able to accompany him to Keridreux in a few minutes. He then retired to read over again without witnesses the singular epistle he had received, which ran as follows:


“I fear thy ingratitude for my preference; yet, nevertheless, I would confer with thee in private this evening on matters which may concern us both. My husband, it seems, is translated into a loup-garou! I would inquire whether there be not force enough in thy prayers to restore him to his human form, and deprive him of the power of getting into mischief again. If thou understand me not, stay where thou art; but if thou be what I take thee for, and would fain find thee, come to me in the dusk, ascend the private stair, for fear of interruption, and I will meet thee in the closet.”


“Oh, woman, woman!” exclaimed the priest; “and will nothing less than a monk content thee? and a monk of my standing in the convent, and of my sanctity of character? But, nevertheless, I will go — yea, I will attend the rendezvous, and inquire into the real situation of my poor son in the spirit, the Knight of Keridreux. Peradventure the Dame will not offer violence; but if she does, I will struggle in prayer and invocation, — no saint will I leave unsummoned, and no martyred virgin unsolicited. But in the meantime, it is necessary to beware of Brother Bonaventure, the Dame’s former confessor, whose eyes, as sharp at all times as those of a lynx, will now be made ten times more so by jealousy and wounded vanity. Let me first see that the coast is clear, and then steal out to what may betide.”


Father Bonaventure, to whom Hugues delivered the other letter, was a sleek, plump, oily monk of thirty-five, with an appearance of great good humour in his countenance, belied at second sight by a sinister cast in one eye.


“Hum!” said he, reading the epistle of the afflicted Knight; “this is well; the influence of the Dame must have gone far indeed, when the Sire of Keridreux sends to me for a shrift or a benison! But can there be no blunder? Hark thee, fellow, from whom hadst thou this letter?”


“From the Dame of Keridreux.”


“Right, right; why, this is as it should be; but as for the loup-garou and the midnight howling — Hark thee again, fellow, how didst thou leave thy master?”


“Queerish, may it please your holiness; a little queerish.”


“Drunk. I thought so. I’faith, she is a clever woman, that Dame of Keridreux. To make her very husband send for me! But we must have a care of Brother Etienne, the Knight’s confessor; the rogue half suspects me already; and when he knows that I have supplanted him with the husband, there will be no keeping his jealous eyes from my affair with the wife. In the meantime, let us see that the coast is clear, and then hie we to inquire into the malady of our loup-garou.”


Hugues, being at length dismissed by Father Bonaventure, ran anxiously to Father Etienne, to entreat him to mount and away; but the latter, encountering his brother monk on his road to the stable door, where the horse waited, pretended to have forgotten something, and hastily re-entered the convent. As for Father Bonaventure, he started back with the same confusion, and from the same cause, so that neither perceived the perplexity of the other; and thus the two rivals kept playing at bo-peep till Hugues was ready to tear his beard for very vexation. The sun at length set, and the warder’s horn, sounding from tower to tower, struck upon the heart of the faithful squire like a voice of despair.


“A curse on that monk,” cried he, “and on all his grandfathers! Does he mean to transport the relics of the convent, one by one, to our castle, that he thus goes and comes, and fetches and carries, without beginning or end? My poor master will be out in the forest, and stripped to the buff, long before we reach Keridreux; and at every howl we hear on that lonely road, I am sure my heart will leap higher in my mouth than it did when I plunged head foremost into the fisherman’s well.”


Father Etienne, at this moment, approached to within a single pace of the expectant horse; and while he stopped to look cautiously about him, Hugues, at the last grain of patience, and in the fear of his life that the monk meant to turn tail again, whipped him up in his arms, and, clapping him upon the saddle, sprang himself upon the pillion behind, and made off with his prize at full gallop. The terrified ecclesiastic, seizing fast hold of the horse’s mane with one hand, and of Hugues’ uncombed beard with the other, kept his seat with admirable firmness, the motion of the animal jolting out sometimes a prayer and sometimes a curse, as they happened to come uppermost; while the venturous squire, looking pertinaciously to the quarter of their destination, already beginning to be covered with the shades of evening, and laying it stoutly into the horse with whip, spur, and tongue all at one moment, had no time to think of the sacrilege he committed in stealing a churchman.


In the meantime, Father Bonaventure, perceiving the absence of his rival, although without imagining the cause, led his own palfrey in an instant out of the stable, and leaping nimbly on his back, scoured off in the same direction. The first monk no sooner observed the pursuit, than, in the confused consciousness of intended secrecy, and perhaps of not overly virtuous intention, he uttered a cry of alarm; and, forgetting his dread of equestrian exercises, began to belabor the beast with his heels, and shower upon him the verbal insults which all over the world have so powerful an effect on the exertions of the sensitive and intelligent horse.


Hugues, terrified at this exhibition of terror, did not dare to look round for the cause, but gripped the monk still closer in his arms, and whipped, and spurred, and prayed with all his might; while Father Bonaventure, seeing a double-loaded steed maintain the pas [a step, a dance move] so bravely, began to fear that his own nag was only trifling with him, and putting heel, and whip, and voice into furious requisition, dashed helter-skelter, neck-or-nothing, after.


On went the horsemen as if a whole legion of devils were at their heels, and it would have been an even bet which should gain the race, had not Father Bonaventure’s palfrey suddenly stumbled in leaping a ditch. When Father Etienne saw his pursuer disappear all at once from the face of the earth, he was struck dumb with amazement; but soon attributing the appearance to what seemed its probable cause, he wiped the sweat from his brow, and anathematized the phantom horseman with the bitterest curses of the Church.


In a few minutes more he was set down at his destination; and Hugues, without even waiting to receive a blessing for his safe conduct, dragged his horse abruptly and sulkily to the stable, swearing to himself, by every saint he could remember, that he would never ride double with a priest again in his life.


Although it was only dusk out of doors, when Father Etienne gained the secret stair he found himself in utter darkness. He had not groped his way long, however, till he heard a “Hist!” sounding along the corridor; and presently the Dame of Keridreux, encountering his hand, very unceremoniously threw her arm round his neck.


“And at last, my ghostly father!” said she, in a whisper. “What, in the name of all the devils, has detained thee? Another moment would have ruined all; for out of very madness I would either have sworn a conspiracy against thee to the Knight, or poniarded myself where I stood here, by turns shivering and burning, in this cold, dark corridor.”


Father Etienne blessed himself secretly that he was as yet only on the threshold of an intrigue with such a firebrand; and feeling his heart beat strongly, nay, almost audibly, with virtuous resolution, he began to cast about for some means of edging himself out of the adventure.


“Thou knowest,” continued the dame, with a sort of chuckle which made her confidant’s blood run cold, “that the only way to deprive a loup-garou of the faculty of resuming his human shape in the morning, is to take away the clothes which he strips off on his conversion into a wolf. [25] Ha! ha! I cannot choose but laugh to think of my dear baron coming smelling, and smelling in vain, for his doublet. How he would glare and snort — ha! ha!-and howl — hoo-oo-oo!”


Father Etienne’s hair stood on end as the malicious Dame, with impressible gaiety, began to howl in imitation of a wolf; nor was his horror lessened when, shortly after, a sound resembling an echo appeared to come from the direction of the Knight’s chamber.


“As I live,” cried the lady, “he is at it already! Now will he forth presently into the wood to turn a loup-garou; and what we have to do must be done at once. Stay where thou art; stir not; speak not for thy life, till I come again!” and the Dame glided along the corridor towards the chamber of her lord.


Father Etienne was no sooner left alone than, throwing himself upon his hands and knees, for fear of doing himself a mischief upon the steep dark stairs, he crept down like a cat, and with stealthy pace betook himself to the stable, determined to saddle the first horse he could lay hands upon, and ride full speed home to his convent, were it at the hazard of a hundred necks. It was now, however, quite dark; and although he could hear the panting of a steed, there was either no saddle in the stable, or it was hung out of his reach. In this predicament he lay down upon the straw, and waited in great agitation for the coming of some of the servants. A considerable time elapsed, and the meditations of the holy man became more confused every moment; till at length Hugues, bearing in one hand a lantern, and with the other dragging a large bundle, made his appearance at the stable-door.


“Oh Heavens!” said he, holding up his lantern, “and is it thou, after all? Well, I thought my lady must have been wrong when she talked of a monk and his palfrey, for here be no monks but thou, and no palfreys but my own precious Dapple.”


“I pray thee, son,” said the Father, “tell me no more of thy lady, but take me incontinent to the place thou broughtest me from, if thou settest aught of value on the prayers of a wretched but holy monk.”


“Well, did ever mortal hear the like! I take thee, quotha! May the great dev— No matter. At an hour like this, and my master just turning a loup-garou, and after thou thyself, monk though thou be, didst nothing but screech and sweat with fear all the way hither, although the darkness was no more to be compared to this than heaven is to hell! I take thee! I will see thee — Nay, I say nothing; there is my precious Dapple, whom I love as my own soul; take him, he is thine for this night. Mount, mount, and be thankful, since thou wilt travel at such untimely hours; and if thou dost not pray heartily for the lender, monk though thou be, thou wilt surely go to — Ploërmel by some worse conveyance! There, thou sittest like a knight! On with thee, in the name of St. Gildas!”


The monk having suffered Hugues, without expostulation, to perch him upon the horse, and fasten the bundle — although wherefore he was too downhearted to take the trouble of asking — behind him, set forth upon his dreary road with no other sign of farewell than a heavy sigh. While wayfaring gently along, with the perfect concurrence of Dapple, on whose spirits the late race had had a sedative effect, his thoughts were busy with the circumstances of this strange journey. It was evident that some traitorous design was on foot against the Knight. Who were the conspirators? Why, the Dame of Keridreux and he himself, Father Etienne! His presence at the castle on the fatal night, if fatal it was to be, could be proved; he had met the lady by special appointment in secrecy and darkness, and she had imparted her evil intentions without a word of disapprobation on his part. Thus it appeared that his own safety was inextricably wound up with that of the lady; and the monk cursed from the bottom of his bowels the unlucky stars which had made him a party perhaps to a murder, or at least to the impiety of condemning an unfortunate gentleman to the forest for life, in the capacity of a wolf.


He arrived at the convent without further adventure; but, when unsaddling the horse, was surprised to observe the bundle, which, in the confusion of his mind, he had taken for a pillion. He carried it notwithstanding to his cell, telling the porter, in reply to his questions, that it contained a cloak and other habits he had received as a gift. Unfortunate falsehood — as true as any truth he could have told! It was in reality the cloak and other everyday habits of the Knight of Keridreux! The monk, thunderstruck at this new calamity, gazed upon the articles in silence. He felt all the horrors of actual guilt, and all the contrition of sincere repentance; he looked upon himself as a convicted criminal in the eyes of God and man, and upon the hose and doublet before him as the true corpus delicti of his villainy.


“Cursed be the minute in which I was born,” cried he, “and the year and the day thereof! Cursed be the steed that bore me on its back on that nefarious errand! And may its master who seized me even as a prisoner, in the snares of hell never see salvation! What misery is this that has come upon me? Cannot people sin without my sanction? If they imagine treason, am I to be drawn into holes and corners to hatch it? If they murder, can nobody else be found to sharpen the dagger? And if they turn their husbands into beasts, is it still I who must hide the old doublet? Begone, evidences of guilt and snares of perdition! I spurn ye, filthy rags of unrighteousness! yea, I spurn ye with my foot!” And in a frenzy of rage and fear he kicked the old clothes about the room, buffeting his breast and tearing handfuls of hair from his beard.


The next morning, he saw Father Bonaventure at matins as usual, looking as if nothing had happened; and his choler re-awoke, as he considered that all the misfortunes of the previous night ought to have fallen by right to him.


“Plague on the wavering fancies of women!” thought he; “of all the days in the year, what made her send for me at that identical time? And I — I would supplant thee! Ah, rogue, I supplanted thee in good season, if thou but knewest it. From the gallop and the embrace down to the old doublet, all should else have been thine — all — all — with a murrain [pestilence] to thee!”


But when the reports, as yet vague and mysterious, at length reached the convent of the misfortune which had befallen the Sire of Keridreux, the unhappy monk was ready to go wild with apprehension. In a few hours more it was known that the Knight, for his sins, had been converted into a loup-garou, and that the anxious search instituted by the distracted wife — if we should not rather say widow — had hitherto been productive of no clue, either to the man, or to what were of as much importance in such cases, his clothes.


“I will not stand this!” cried Father Etienne, leaping from the bed where he had thrown himself in a fever. “I will not carry off, in a single evening’s confessorship, what Brother Bonaventure so richly deserves by the labors of a whole year! By the Holy Virgin, he shall have the old clothes, if I die for it!” and in pursuance of this resolution, the very same evening, he conveyed secretly into his friend’s cell the mysterious bundle.


When Father Bonaventure discovered the present, he had not the remotest idea of the real quarter from whence it had come. The Dame, on finding her priest absent from the spot where she had directed him to wait, being too far advanced in the business to recede, had sent the bundle by Hugues, merely commanding him to “fix it on the monk’s palfrey;” and meeting Father Bonaventure soon after ascending the stairs, the two proceeded to the execution of their plan without explanation, and without being the least aware that a second monk was in the house. On the present occasion, Father Bonaventure, without thinking of any intermediate channel, set down the gift at once as coming from the lady direct; whose fears he imagined, when the reports and surmises began to buzz, had compelled her thus to get rid of the proofs of their mutual guilt.


“Nay, nay,” said he; “I will not put up with this. She might have burned them, if she had chosen; she who has opportunity for such things; and there would have been an end. But to send them to me! Why, what can a monk do with the old clothes of a knight? By my faith, I will not be put upon by any dame of them all! She has as good a right to any risk that is going as I; and they shall e’en find their way back as they came, and let her do with them as she lists.”


Hugues, who ever since daybreak had ridden from convent to convent, like one distracted, alarming the enemies of the devil with news of his triumph, and entreating their spiritual aid, arrived at this moment at the religious house of Ploërmel, and presented a fair opportunity to Father Bonaventure to get rid of his bundle. The dependant was easily persuaded to take charge of the precious deposit, which our priest desired him to deliver into the hands of the Dame of Keridreux; and being assured that the ghostly efforts of the monks should be devoted to the cause of his master, he turned his horse’s head towards the castle, and began to jog homewards in a melancholy and meditative trot.


He had not journeyed far, ruminating sadly on the transactions of the last two days, when his eye was caught by a projecting corner of the bundle, which was strapped to the rear of his horse. He had not before bestowed much attention on the charge thus committed to his care, nor indeed on the instructions of the monk regarding it; but at this moment some dim associations were suggested to his mind, which gradually led his thoughts to the bundle he had fixed on the same place the night before by command of his mistress.


The more he gazed, the more his suspicions of its identity were confirmed, and at last, unable to resist the suggestions of that devil (or angel, as it happens) curiosity, he undid the fastenings, and drawing the huge pillion to the front, opened it out. His emotions on discovering the lost suit of his master may be conceived. At first he merely tied it up again, and applying whip and spur with all his might, set forth at headlong speed towards the castle; but in a few moments, as some sudden thought occurred to him, he pulled in the reins with a jerk which sent the animal back on his haunches.


“Fair and softly!” said he. “Whither, and for what reason, do I haste? If a lady sends a bundle to a monk, and the monk returns the bundle to the lady, it is clear there is some collusion between them. And further, if that bundle be of the clothes of a loup-garou, is it not evident that nothing honest can be meant? Fair and softly, I say again, honest Hugues, and let us consider, as we go along, what is best to be done.”


The result of this consideration was a string of resolutions highly favorable to Father Bonaventure, but in no ways redounding to the credit either of the Dame of Keridreux or Father Etienne; and in conclusion, Hugues determined to steal quietly round the castle at nightfall, and, in spite of ghosts and men, to betake himself to the corner of the belt of the forest described by his master, and wait there till the dawn with the clothes, let who would come to claim them.


When it was sufficiently dark for his purpose, he advanced towards the castle, and muffling his horse’s heels with handfuls of hay, reached the stable unobserved; then shouldering the bundle, he set out with a good heart for the forest.


While passing an angle of the building, however, a sound met his ear, which made him pause. It was of so peculiar nature, that he was uncertain for the moment whether it came from above, or below, or around, and he therefore stood stock still where he was, in the shadow of the wall. Presently the sound waxed louder, and the ground beside him seemed to tremble and give way; and in another moment a part of what appeared to be a subterranean arch fell in, and disclosed an object from which he recoiled in terror. Its form was human; it gleamed in the dark as white as snow; and when it began to ascend, as dumb as a spirit, to the surface of the earth, Hugues, unable any longer to combat his feelings, turned tail without disguise, and fled.


The footsteps of the phantom pursued him for some time, lending preternatural swiftness to his; but at length, conquering what might after all have been but imagination, he arrived alone at the corner of the forest, deposited the bundle upon the perpendicular stone, and sank fainting at its base.


When he opened his eyes again, startled into life by the howling of the wolves, his hairs stood up one by one upon his head, and cold drops of sweat beaded his brow, as he saw his master standing stark naked before him. The phantom (for such it seemed) seized hold of the bundle, and undoing the knots, dressed himself quietly in the clothes, and bestowing a hearty kick upon the squire—


“And thou, too!” he cried — “thou too must needs be in the cabal! Thou must skip, thou must fly, with a murrain on thy heels! as if there was no other place for a Christian Knight to dress in than this accursed corner, with its upright stone of detestable memory.”


“As God is my judge,” said Hugues, “it was not from thee I fled! I thought thou wert a loup-garou, and I came hither with thy clothes, of which some villainous treason had despoiled thee. But who, in the name of the Virgin, could have dreamed of seeing thee rising from the earth like a spirit and from thy own ground, too — and as naked as thou wert born!”


“When sawest thou the Monk Bonaventure?” asked the Knight.


“This afternoon,” replied Hugues; “but if he said true, he is by this time in the castle consoling thy disconsolate widow.”


The Knight ground his teeth, and tearing down a branch from a tree, walked with huge strides towards the castle. The noise he made at the gate speedily roused the servants, who were by this time asleep; but in their surprise, and confusion, and joy, so long a time elapsed before admittance was afforded, that the birds their master sought were flown.


The Dame of Keridreux, as the history relates, betook herself, Latin, monk, and all, to a far country; and the Knight, after mourning a reasonable time for his loss, went forth again to the wooing, this time successful, of the fair Beatrix.


Father Etienne, on one pretext and another, declined farther intermeddling in the spiritual concerns of so dangerous a family; and Hugues, who could not get the affair of the bundle out of his head, was not sorry for it.


This faithful factotum waxed daily in the good graces of both master and mistress; and when the Knight, after supper, would relate the story of his translation into a loup-garou, Hugues as regularly took up the thread of the relation at the passages where he came in himself as a witness. As for the truth of the stories so related and so confirmed, it is presumed there can be only one opinion. It need not be concealed, however, that some have supposed the supernatural adventures of the Knight to have taken place either in his own imagination or by the frolicsome agency of his neighbors; and that his final resumption of his clothes was not really made in the character of a loup-garou, but in that of a self-delivered man who had been incarcerated in the dungeons of his own castle by the fraud and force of a rascally priest and a faithless wife. But these questions are left to the sagacity of the reader.
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My father was not born, or originally a resident, in the Hartz Mountains; he was the serf of an Hungarian nobleman, of great possessions, in Transylvania; but, although a serf, he was not by any means a poor or illiterate man. In fact, he was rich, and his intelligence and respectability were such, that he had been raised by his lord to the stewardship; but, whoever may happen to be born a serf, a serf must he remain, even though he become a wealthy man; such was the condition of my father. My father had been married for about five years; and, by his marriage, had three children — my eldest brother Caesar, myself (Hermann), and a sister named Marcella. Latin is still the language spoken in that country; and that will account for our high-sounding names. 


My mother was a very beautiful woman, unfortunately more beautiful than virtuous: she was seen and admired by the lord of the soil; my father was sent away upon some mission; and, during his absence, my mother, flattered by the attentions, and won by the assiduities, of this nobleman, yielded to his wishes. It so happened that my father returned very unexpectedly, and discovered the intrigue. The evidence of my mother’s shame was positive: he surprised her in the company of her seducer! Carried away by the impetuosity of his feelings, he watched the opportunity of a meeting taking place between them, and murdered both his wife and her seducer. 


Conscious that, as a serf, not even the provocation which he had received would be allowed as a justification of his conduct, he hastily collected together what money he could lay his hands upon, and, as we were then in the depth of winter, he put his horses to the sleigh, and taking his children with him, he set off in the middle of the night, and was far away before the tragic circumstance had transpired. Aware that he would be pursued, and that he had no chance of escape if he remained in any portion of his native country (in which the authorities could lay hold of him), he continued his flight without intermission until he had buried himself in the intricacies and seclusion of the Hartz Mountains. 


Of course, all that I have now told you I learned afterwards. My oldest recollections are knit to a rude, yet comfortable cottage, in which I lived with my father, brother, and sister. It was on the confines of one of those vast forests which cover the northern part of Germany; around it were a few acres of ground, which, during the summer months, my father cultivated, and which, though they yielded a doubtful harvest, were sufficient for our support. In the winter we remained much indoors, for, as my father followed the chase, we were left alone, and the wolves, during that season, incessantly prowled about. My father had purchased the cottage, and land about it, of one of the rude foresters, who gain their livelihood partly by hunting, and partly by burning charcoal, for the purpose of smelting the ore from the neighboring mines; it was distant about two miles from any other habitation. I can call to mind the whole landscape now: the tall pines which rose up on the mountain above us, and the wide expanse of forest beneath, on the topmost boughs and heads of whose trees we looked down from our cottage, as the mountain below us rapidly descended into the distant valley. In summer time the prospect was beautiful; but during the severe winter, a more desolate scene could not well be imagined.


I said that, in the winter, my father occupied himself with the chase; every day he left us, and often would he lock the door, that we might not leave the cottage. He had no one to assist him, or to take care of us — indeed, it was not easy to find a female servant who would live in such a solitude; but, could he have found one, my father would not have received her, for he had imbibed a horror of the sex, as a difference of his conduct toward us, his two boys, and my poor little sister, Marcella, evidently proved. You may suppose we were sadly neglected; indeed, we suffered much, for my father, fearful that we might come to some harm, would not allow us fuel, when he left the cottage; and we were obliged, therefore, to creep under the heaps of bear-skins, and there to keep ourselves as warm as we could until he returned in the evening, when a blazing fire was our delight. That my father chose this restless sort of life may appear strange, but the fact was that he could not remain quiet; whether from remorse for having committed murder, or from the misery consequent on his change of situation, or from both combined, he was never happy unless he was in a state of activity. Children, however, when left much to themselves, acquire a thoughtfulness not common to their age. So it was with us; and during the short cold days of winter we would sit silent, longing for the happy hours when the snow would melt, and the leaves burst out, and the birds begin their songs, and when we should again be set at liberty.


Such was our peculiar and savage sort of life until my brother Caesar was nine, myself seven, and my sister five, years old, when the circumstances occurred on which is based the extraordinary narrative which I am about to relate.


One evening my father returned home rather later than usual; he had been unsuccessful, and, as the weather was very severe, and many feet of snow were upon the ground, he was not only very cold, but in a very bad humour. He had brought in wood, and we were all three of us gladly assisting each other in blowing on the embers to create the blaze, when he caught poor little Marcella by the arm and threw her aside; the child fell, struck her mouth, and bled very much. My brother ran to raise her up. Accustomed to ill usage, and afraid of my father, she did not dare to cry, but looked up in his face very piteously. My father drew his stool nearer to the hearth, muttered something in abuse of women, and busied himself with the fire, which both my brother and I had deserted when our sister was so unkindly treated. A cheerful blaze was soon the result of his exertions; but we did not, as usual, crowd round it. Marcella, still bleeding, retired to a corner, and my brother and I took our seats beside her, while my father hung over the fire gloomily and alone. Such had been our position for about half-an-hour, when the howl of a wolf, close under the window of the cottage, fell on our ears. My father started up, and seized his gun; the howl was repeated, he examined the priming, and then hastily left the cottage, shutting the door after him. We all waited (anxiously listening), for we thought that if he succeeded in shooting the wolf, he would return in a better humour; and although he was harsh to all of us, and particularly so to our little sister, still we loved our father, and loved to see him cheerful and happy, for what else had we to look up to? And I may here observe, that perhaps there never were three children who were fonder of each other; we did not, like other children, fight and dispute together; and if, by chance, any disagreement did arise between my elder brother and me, little Marcella would run to us, and kissing us both, seal, through her entreaties, the peace between us. Marcella was a lovely, amiable child; I can recall her beautiful features even now — Alas! poor little Marcella.


We waited for some time, but the report of the gun did not reach us, and my elder brother then said, “Our father has followed the wolf, and will not be back for some time. Marcella, let us wash the blood from your mouth, and then we will leave this corner, and go to the fire and warm ourselves.”


We did so, and remained there until near midnight, every minute wondering, as it grew later, why our father did not return. We had no idea that he was in any danger, but we thought that he must have chased the wolf for a very long time. “I will look out and see if father is coming,” said my brother Caesar, going to the door. “Take care,” said Marcella, “the wolves must be about now, and we cannot kill them, brother.” My brother opened the door very cautiously, and but a few inches; he peeped out. — “I see nothing,” said he, after a time, and once more he joined us at the fire. “We have had no supper,” said I, for my father usually cooked the meat as soon as he came home; and during his absence we had nothing but the fragments of the preceding day.


“And if our father comes home after his hunt, Caesar,” said Marcella, “he will be pleased to have some supper; let us cook it for him and for ourselves.” Caesar climbed upon the stool, and reached down some meat — I forget now whether it was venison or bear’s meat; but we cut off the usual quantity, and proceeded to dress it, as we used to do under our father’s superintendence. We were all busied putting it into the platters before the fire, to await his coming, when we heard the sound of a horn. We listened — there was a noise outside, and a minute afterwards my father entered, ushering in a young female, and a large dark man in a hunter’s dress.


Perhaps I had better now relate, what was only known to me many years afterwards. When my father had left the cottage, he perceived a large white wolf about thirty yards from him; as soon as the animal saw my father, it retreated slowly, growling and snarling. My father followed; the animal did not run, but always kept at some distance; and my father did not like to fire until he was pretty certain that his ball would take effect: thus they went on for some time, the wolf now leaving my father far behind, and then stopping and snarling defiance at him, and then again, on his approach, setting off at speed.


Anxious to shoot the animal (for the white wolf is very rare), my father continued the pursuit for several hours, during which he continually ascended the mountain.


You must know that there are peculiar spots on those mountains which are supposed, and, as my story will prove, truly supposed, to be inhabited by the evil influences; they are well known to the huntsmen, who invariably avoid them. Now, one of these spots, an open space in the pine forests above us, had been pointed out to my father as dangerous on that account. But, whether he disbelieved these wild stories, or whether, in his eager pursuit of the chase, he disregarded them, I know not; certain, however, it is that he was decoyed by the white wolf to this open space, when the animal appeared to slacken her speed. My father approached, came close up to her, raised his gun to his shoulder, and was about to fire, when the wolf suddenly disappeared. He thought that the snow on the ground must have dazzled his sight, and he let down his gun to look for the beast — but she was gone; how she could have escaped over the clearance, without his seeing her, was beyond his comprehension. Mortified at the ill success of his chase, he was about to retrace his steps, when he heard the distant sound of a horn. Astonishment at such a sound — at such an hour — in such a wilderness, made him forget for the moment his disappointment, and he remained riveted to the spot. In a minute the horn was blown a second time, and at no great distance; my father stood still, and listened: a third time it was blown. I forget the term used to express it, but it was the signal which, my father well knew, implied that the party was lost in the woods. In a few minutes more my father beheld a man on horseback, with a female seated on the crupper, enter the cleared space, and ride up to him. At first, my father called to mind the strange stories which he had heard of the supernatural beings who were said to frequent these mountains; but the nearer approach of the parties satisfied him that they were mortals like himself. As soon as they came up to him, the man who guided the horse accosted him.


“Friend Hunter, you are out late, the better fortune for us: we have ridden far, and are in fear of our lives, which are eagerly sought after. These mountains have enabled us to elude our pursuers; but if we find not shelter and refreshment, that will avail us little, as we must perish from hunger and the inclemency of the night. My daughter, who rides behind me, is now more dead than alive — say, can you assist us in our difficulty?”


“My cottage is some few miles distant,” replied my father, “but I have little to offer you besides a shelter from the weather; to the little I have you are welcome. May I ask whence you come?”


“Yes, friend, it is no secret now; we have escaped from Transylvania, where my daughter’s honor and my life were equally in jeopardy!”


This information was quite enough to raise an interest in my father’s heart. He remembered his own escape: he remembered the loss of his wife’s honor, and the tragedy by which it was wound up. He immediately, and warmly, offered all the assistance which he could afford them.


“There is no time to be lost, then, good sir,” observed the horseman; “my daughter is chilled with the frost, and cannot hold out much longer against the severity of the weather.”


“Follow me,” replied my father, leading the way towards his home.


“I was lured away in pursuit of a large white wolf,” observed my father; “it came to the very window of my hut, or I should not have been out at this time of night.”


“The creature passed by us just as we came out of the wood,” said the female in a silvery tone.


“I was nearly discharging my piece at it,” observed the hunter; “but since it did us such good service, I am glad that I allowed it to escape.”


In about an hour and a half, during which my father walked at a rapid pace, the party arrived at the cottage, and, as I said before, came in.


“We are in good time, apparently,” observed the dark hunter, catching the smell of the roasted meat, as he walked to the fire and surveyed my brother and sister, and myself. “You have young cooks here, Mynheer.”  “I am glad that we shall not have to wait,” replied my father. “Come, mistress, seat yourself by the fire; you require warmth after your cold ride.”  “And where can I put up my horse, Mynheer?” observed the huntsman. “I will take care of him,” replied my father, going out of the cottage door.


The female must, however, be particularly described. She was young, and apparently twenty years of age. She was dressed in a traveling dress, deeply bordered with white fur, and wore a cap of white ermine on her head. Her features were very beautiful, at least I thought so, and so my father has since declared. Her hair was flaxen, glossy and shining, and bright as a mirror; and her mouth, although somewhat large when it was open, showed the most brilliant teeth I have ever beheld. But there was something about her eyes, bright as they were, which made us children afraid; they were so restless, so furtive; I could not at that time tell why, but I felt as if there was cruelty in her eye; and when she beckoned us to come to her, we approached her with fear and trembling. Still she was beautiful, very beautiful. She spoke kindly to my brother and myself, patted our heads, and caressed us; but Marcella would not come near her; on the contrary, she slunk away, and hid herself in the bed, and would not wait for the supper, which half an hour before she had been so anxious for.


My father, having put the horse into a close shed, soon returned, and supper was placed upon the table. When it was over, my father requested that the young lady would take possession of his bed, and he would remain at the fire, and sit up with her father. After some hesitation on her part, this arrangement was agreed to, and I and my brother crept into the other bed with Marcella, for we had as yet always slept together.


But we could not sleep; there was something so unusual, not only in seeing strange people, but in having those people sleep at the cottage, that we were bewildered. As for poor little Marcella, she was quiet, but I perceived that she trembled during the whole night, and sometimes I thought that she was checking a sob. My father had brought out some spirits, which he rarely used, and he and the strange hunter remained drinking and talking before the fire. Our ears were ready to catch the slightest whisper — so much was our curiosity excited.


“You said you came from Transylvania?” observed my father.


“Even so, Mynheer,” replied the hunter. “I was a serf to the noble house of ____; my master would insist upon my surrendering up my fair girl to his wishes; it ended in my giving him a few inches of my hunting-knife.”


“We are countrymen, and brothers in misfortune,” replied my father, taking the huntsman’s hand, and pressing it warmly.


“Indeed! Are you, then, from that country?”


“Yes; and I too have fled for my life. But mine is a melancholy tale.”


“Your name?” inquired the hunter.


“Krantz.”


“What! Krantz of— I have heard your tale; you need not renew your grief by repeating it now. Welcome, most welcome, Mynheer, and, I may say, my worthy kinsman. I am your second cousin, Wilfred of Barnsdorf,” cried the hunter, rising up and embracing my father.


They filled their horn mugs to the brim, and drank to one another, after the German fashion. The conversation was then carried on in a low tone; all that we could collect from it was, that our new relative and his daughter were to take up their abode in our cottage, at least for the present. In about an hour they both fell back in their chairs, and appeared to sleep.


“Marcella, dear, did you hear?” said my brother in a low tone.


“Yes,” replied Marcella, in a whisper; “I heard all. Oh! brother, I cannot bear to look upon that woman — I feel so frightened.”


My brother made no reply, and shortly afterwards we were all three fast asleep.


When we awoke the next morning, we found that the hunter’s daughter had risen before us. I thought she looked more beautiful than ever. She came up to little Marcella and caressed her; the child burst into tears, and sobbed as if her heart would break.


But, not to detain you with too long a story, the huntsman and his daughter were accommodated in the cottage. My father and he went out hunting daily, leaving Christina with us. She performed all the household duties; was very kind to us children; and, gradually, the dislike even of little Marcella wore away. But a great change took place in my father; he appeared to have conquered his aversion to the sex, and was most attentive to Christina. Often, after her father and we were in bed, would he sit up with her, conversing in a low tone by the fire. I ought to have mentioned, that my father and the huntsman Wilfred, slept in another portion of the cottage, and that the bed which he formerly occupied, and which was in the same room as ours, had been given up to the use of Christina. These visitors had been about three weeks at the cottage, when, one night, after we children had been sent to bed, a consultation was held. My father had asked Christina in marriage, and had obtained both her own consent and that of Wilfred; after this a conversation took place, which was, as nearly as I can recollect, as follows:


“You may take my child, Mynheer Krantz, and my blessing with her, and I shall then leave you and seek some other habitation — it matters little where.”


“Why not remain here, Wilfred?”


“No, no, I am called elsewhere; let that suffice, and ask no more questions. You have my child.”


“I thank you for her, and will duly value her; but there is one difficulty.”


“I know what you would say; there is no priest here in this wild country: true, neither is there any law to bind; still must some ceremony pass between you, to satisfy a father. Will you consent to marry her after my fashion? if so, I will marry you directly.”


“I will,” replied my father.


“Then take her by the hand. Now, Mynheer, swear.”


“I swear,” repeated my father.


“By all the spirits of the Hartz Mountains—”


“Nay, why not by Heaven?” interrupted my father.


“Because it is not my humour,” rejoined Wilfred; “if I prefer that oath, less binding perhaps, than another, surely you will not thwart me.”


“Well, be it so then; have your humour. Will you make me swear by that in which I do not believe?”


“Yet many do so, who in outward appearance are Christians,” rejoined Wilfred; “say, will you be married, or shall I take my daughter away with me?”


“Proceed,” replied my father, impatiently.


“I swear by all the spirits of the Hartz Mountains, by all their power for good or for evil, that I take Christina for my wedded wife; that I will ever protect her, cherish her, and love her; that my hand shall never be raised against her to harm her.”


My father repeated the words after Wilfred.


“And if I fail in this, my vow, may all the vengeance of the spirits fall upon me and upon my children; may they perish by the vulture, by the wolf, or other beasts of the forest; may their flesh be torn from their limbs, and their bones blanch in the wilderness; all this I swear.”


My father hesitated, as he repeated the last words; little Marcella could not restrain herself, and as my father repeated the last sentence, she burst into tears. This sudden interruption appeared to discompose the party, particularly my father; he spoke harshly to the child, who controlled her sobs, burying her face under the bed-clothes.


Such was the second marriage of my father. The next morning, the hunter Wilfred mounted his horse and rode away.


My father resumed his bed, which was in the same room as ours; and things went on much as before the marriage, except that our new mother-in-law did not show any kindness towards us; indeed, during my father’s absence, she would often beat us, particularly little Marcella, and her eyes would flash fire, as she looked eagerly upon the fair and lovely child.


One night, my sister awoke me and my brother.


“What is the matter?” said Caesar.


“She has gone out,” whispered Marcella.


“Gone out!”


“Yes, gone out at the door, in her nightclothes,” replied the child; “I saw her get out of bed, look at my father to see if he slept, and then she went out at the door.”


What could induce her to leave her bed, and all undressed to go out, in such bitter wintry weather, with the snow deep on the ground, was to us incomprehensible; we lay awake, and in about an hour we heard the growl of a wolf, close under the window.


“There is a wolf,” said Caesar, “she will be torn to pieces.”


“Oh, no!” cried Marcella.


In a few minutes afterwards our mother-in-law appeared; she was in her nightdress, as Marcella had stated. She let down the latch of the door, so as to make no noise, went to a pail of water, and washed her face and hands, and then slipped into the bed where my father lay.


We all three trembled, we hardly knew why, but we resolved to watch the next night: we did so — and not only on the ensuing night, but on many others, and always at about the same hour, would our mother-in-law rise from her bed, and leave the cottage — and after she was gone, we invariably heard the growl of a wolf under our window, and always saw her, on her return, wash herself before she retired to bed. We observed, also, that she seldom sat down to meals, and that when she did, she appeared to eat with dislike; but when the meat was taken down, to be prepared for dinner, she would often furtively put a raw piece into her mouth.


My brother Caesar was a courageous boy; he did not like to speak to my father until he knew more. He resolved that he would follow her out, and ascertain what she did. Marcella and I endeavored to dissuade him from this project; but he would not be controlled, and, the very next night he lay down in his clothes, and as soon as our mother-in-law had left the cottage, he jumped up, took down my father’s gun, and followed her.


You may imagine in what a state of suspense Marcella and I remained, during his absence. After a few minutes, we heard the report of a gun. It did not awaken my father, and we lay trembling with anxiety. In a minute afterwards we saw our mother-in-law enter the cottage — her dress was bloody. I put my hand to Marcella’s mouth to prevent her crying out, although I was myself in great alarm. Our mother-in-law approached my father’s bed, looked to see if he was asleep, and then went to the chimney, and blew up the embers into a blaze.


“Who is there?” said my father, waking up.


“Lie still, dearest,” replied my mother-in-law, “it is only me; I have lighted the fire to warm some water; I am not quite well.”


My father turned round and was soon asleep; but we watched our mother-in-law. She changed her linen, and threw the garments she had worn into the fire; and we then perceived that her right leg was bleeding profusely, as if from a gunshot wound. She bandaged it up, and then dressing herself, remained before the fire until the break of day.


Poor little Marcella, her heart beat quick as she pressed me to her side — so indeed did mine. Where was our brother, Caesar? How did my mother-in-law receive the wound unless from his gun? At last my father rose, and then, for the first time I spoke, saying, “Father, where is my brother, Caesar?”


“Your brother!” exclaimed he, “why, where can he be?”


“Merciful Heaven! I thought as I lay very restless last night,” observed our mother-in-law, “that I heard somebody open the latch of the door; and, dear me, husband, what has become of your gun?”


My father cast his eyes up above the chimney, and perceived that his gun was missing. For a moment he looked perplexed, then seizing a broad axe, he went out of the cottage without saying another word.


He did not remain away from us long: in a few minutes he returned, bearing in his arms the mangled body of my poor brother; he laid it down, and covered up his face.


My mother-in-law rose up, and looked at the body, while Marcella and I threw ourselves by its side wailing and sobbing bitterly.


“Go to bed again, children,” said she sharply. “Husband,” continued she, “your boy must have taken the gun down to shoot a wolf, and the animal has been too powerful for him. Poor boy! He has paid dearly for his rashness.”


My father made no reply; I wished to speak — to tell all — but Marcella, who perceived my intention, held me by the arm, and looked at me so imploringly, that I desisted.


My father, therefore, was left in his error; but Marcella and I, although we could not comprehend it, were conscious that our mother-in-law was in some way connected with my brother’s death.


That day my father went out and dug a grave, and when he laid the body in the earth, he piled up stones over it, so that the wolves should not be able to dig it up. The shock of this catastrophe was to my poor father very severe; for several days he never went to the chase, although at times he would utter bitter anathemas and vengeance against the wolves.


But during this time of mourning on his part, my mother-in-law’s nocturnal wanderings continued with the same regularity as before.


At last, my father took down his gun, to repair to the forest; but he soon returned, and appeared much annoyed.


“Would you believe it, Christina, that the wolves — perdition to the whole race — have actually contrived to dig up the body of my poor boy, and now there is nothing left of him but his bones?”


“Indeed!” replied my mother-in-law. Marcella looked at me, and I saw in her intelligent eye all she would have uttered.


“A wolf growls under our window every night, father,” said I.


“Aye, indeed? — why did you not tell me, boy? — wake me the next time you hear it.”


I saw my mother-in-law turn away; her eyes flashed fire, and she gnashed her teeth.


My father went out again, and covered up with a larger pile of stones the little remnants of my poor brother which the wolves had spared. Such was the first act of the tragedy.


The spring now came on: the snow disappeared, and we were permitted to leave the cottage; but never would I quit, for one moment, my dear little sister, to whom, since the death of my brother, I was more ardently attached than ever; indeed I was afraid to leave her alone with my mother-in-law, who appeared to have a particular pleasure in ill-treating the child. My father was now employed upon his little farm, and I was able to render him some assistance.


Marcella used to sit by us while we were at work, leaving my mother-in-law alone in the cottage. I ought to observe that, as the spring advanced, so did my mother decrease her nocturnal rambles, and that we never heard the growl of the wolf under the window after I had spoken of it to my father.


One day, when my father and I were in the field, Marcella being with us, my mother-in-law came out, saying that she was going into the forest, to collect some herbs my father wanted, and that Marcella must go to the cottage and watch the dinner. Marcella went, and my mother-in-law soon disappeared in the forest, taking a direction quite contrary to that in which the cottage stood, and leaving my father and I, as it were, between her and Marcella.


About an hour afterwards we were startled by shrieks from the cottage, evidently the shrieks of little Marcella. “Marcella has burnt herself, father,” said I, throwing down my spade. My father threw down his, and we both hastened to the cottage. Before we could gain the door, out darted a large white wolf, which fled with the utmost celerity. My father had no weapon; he rushed into the cottage, and there saw poor little Marcella expiring; her body was dreadfully mangled, and the blood pouring from it had formed a large pool on the cottage floor. My father’s first intention had been to seize his gun and pursue, but he was checked by this horrid spectacle; he knelt down by his dying child, and burst into tears: Marcella could just look kindly on us for a few seconds, and then her eyes were closed in death.


My father and I were still hanging over my poor sister’s body, when my mother-in-law came in. At the dreadful sight she expressed much concern, but she did not appear to recoil from the sight of blood, as most women do.


“Poor child!” said she, “it must have been that great white wolf which passed me just now, and frightened me so — she’s quite dead, Krantz.”


“I know it — I know it!” cried my father in agony.


I thought my father would never recover from the effects of this second tragedy: he mourned bitterly over the body of his sweet child, and for several days would not consign it to its grave, although frequently requested by my mother-in-law to do so. At last he yielded, and dug a grave for her close by that of my poor brother, and took every precaution that the wolves should not violate her remains.


I was now really miserable, as I lay alone in the bed which I had formerly shared with my brother and sister. I could not help thinking that my mother-in-law was implicated in both their deaths, although I could not account for the manner; but I no longer felt afraid of her: my little heart was full of hatred and revenge.


The night after my sister had been buried, as I lay awake, I perceived my mother-in-law get up and go out of the cottage. I waited for some time, then dressed myself, and looked out through the door, which I half-opened. The moon shone bright, and I could see the spot where my brother and my sister had been buried; and what was my horror, when I perceived my mother-in-law busily removing the stones from Marcella’s grave.


She was in her white nightdress, and the moon shone full upon her. She was digging with her hands, and throwing away the stones behind her with all the ferocity of a wild beast. It was some time before I could collect my senses and decide what I should do. At last, I perceived that she had arrived at the body, and raised it up to the side of the grave. I could bear it no longer; I ran to my father and awoke him.


“Father! father!” cried I, “dress yourself, and get your gun.”


“What!” cried my father, “the wolves are there, are they?”


He jumped out of bed, threw on his clothes, and in his anxiety did not appear to perceive the absence of his wife. As soon as he was ready, I opened the door, he went out, and I followed him.


Imagine his horror, when (unprepared as he was for such a sight) he beheld, as he advanced towards the grave, not a wolf, but his wife, in her nightdress, on her hands and knees, crouching by the body of my sister, and tearing off large pieces of the flesh, and devouring them with all the avidity of a wolf. She was too busy to be aware of our approach. My father dropped his gun, his hair stood on end; so did mine; he breathed heavily, and then his breath for a time stopped. I picked up the gun and put it into his hand. Suddenly he appeared as if concentrated rage had restored him to double vigor; he leveled his piece, fired, and with a loud shriek, down fell the wretch whom he had fostered in his bosom.


“God of Heaven!” cried my father, sinking down upon the earth in a swoon, as soon as he had discharged his gun.


I remained some time by his side before he recovered. “Where am I?” said he, “what has happened? — Oh! — yes, yes! I recollect now. Heaven forgive me!”


He rose and we walked up to the grave; what again was our astonishment and horror to find that instead of the dead body of my mother-in-law, as we expected, there was lying over the remains of my poor sister, a large, white she wolf.


“The white wolf!” exclaimed my father, “the white wolf which decoyed me into the forest — I see it all now — I have dealt with the spirits of the Hartz Mountains.”


For some time my father remained in silence and deep thought. He then carefully lifted up the body of my sister, replaced it in the grave, and covered it over as before, having struck the head of the dead animal with the heel of his boot, and raving like a madman. He walked back to the cottage, shut the door, and threw himself on the bed; I did the same, for I was in a stupor of amazement.


Early in the morning we were both roused by a loud knocking at the door, and in rushed the hunter Wilfred.


“My daughter! — man — my daughter! — where is my daughter!” cried he in a rage.


“Where the wretch, the fiend, should be, I trust,” replied my father, starting up and displaying equal choler; “where she should be — in hell! — Leave this cottage or you may fare worse.”


“Ha-ha!” replied the hunter, “would you harm a potent spirit of the Hartz Mountains? Poor mortal, who must needs wed a were wolf.”


“Out, demon! I defy thee and thy power.”


“Yet shall you feel it; remember your oath — your solemn oath — never to raise your hand against her to harm her.”


“I made no compact with evil spirits.”


“You did; and if you failed in your vow, you were to meet the vengeance of the spirits. Your children were to perish by the vulture, the wolf—”


“Out, out, demon!”


“And their bones blanch in the wilderness. Ha!-ha!”


My father, frantic with rage, seized his axe, and raised it over Wilfred’s head to strike.


“All this I swear,” continued the huntsman, mockingly.


The axe descended; but it passed through the form of the hunter, and my father lost his balance, and fell heavily on the floor.


“Mortal!” said the hunter, striding over my father’s body, “we have power over those only who have committed murder. You have been guilty of a double murder — you shall pay the penalty attached to your marriage vow. Two of your children are gone; the third is yet to follow — and follow them he will, for your oath is registered. Go — it were kindness to kill thee — your punishment is — that you live!”





This story is one of the earliest of the Victorian werewolf.
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“Garwall si est beate salvage;


Tant cum il est en cele rage,


Humes dévure, grant mal fait,


Es granz forest converse è vait.”




 



Garwall is a savage beast,


And he loves on man to feast;


Great the ravages he makes


Roaming through the forest brakes.
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“Ye hallowed bells whose voices thro’ the air


The awful summons of afflictions bare.”




—Edward Jerningham,

 Honoria, or The Day of All Souls.





—I—


On the confines of that extensive forest-tract formerly spreading over so large a portion of the county of Kent, a remnant of which, to this day, is known as the weald [26] of Kent, and where it stretched its almost impervious covert midway between Ashford and Canterbury during the prolonged reign of our second Henry, a family of Norman extraction by name Hugues (or Wulfric, as they were commonly called by the Saxon inhabitants of that district) had, under protection of the ancient forest laws, furtively erected for themselves alone and miserable habitation. And amidst those sylvan fastnesses, ostensibly following the occupation of woodcutters, the wretched outcasts, for such, from some cause or other, they evidently were, had for many years maintained a secluded and precarious existence. Whether from the rooted antipathy still actively cherished against all of that usurping nation from which they derived their origin, or from recorded malpractice by their superstitious Anglo-Saxon neighbors, they had long been looked upon as belonging to the accursed race of wer-wolves, and as such churlishly refused work on the domains of the surrounding franklins or proprietors, so thoroughly was accredited the descent of the original lycanthropic stain transmitted from father to son through several generations.


That the Hugues Wulfric reckoned not a single friend among the adjacent homesteads of serf or freedman was not to be wondered at, possessing as they did so unenviable a reputation; for to them was invariably attributed even the misfortunes which chance alone might seem to have given birth. Did midnight fire consume the grange; — did the time-decayed barn, over-stored with an abundant harvest, tumble into ruins; — were the shocks of wheat lain prostrate over the fields by a tempest; — did the smut destroy the grain; — or the cattle perish, decimated by a murrain; — a child sink under some wasting malady; — or a woman give premature birth to her offspring, it was ever the Hugues Wulfric who were openly accused, eyed askance with mingled fear and detestation, the finger of young and old pointing them out with bitter execrations — in fine, they were almost as nearly classed ferae natura [of a wild nature] as their fabled prototype, and dealt with accordingly. [27]


Terrible, indeed, were the tales told of them round the glowing hearth at eventide, whilst spinning the flax, or plucking the geese; equally affirmed too, in broad daylight, whilst driving the cows to pasturage, and most circumstantially discussed on Sundays between mass and vespers, by the gossip groups collected within Ashford parvyse [a porch in front of a church], with most seasonable admixture of anathema and devout crossings. Witchcraft, larceny, murder, and sacrilege, formed prominent features in the bloody and mysterious scenes of which the Hugues Wulfric were the alleged actors: sometimes they were ascribed to the father, at others to the mother, and even the sister escaped not her share of vilification; fair would they have attributed an atrocious disposition to the unweaned babe, so great, so universal was the horror in which they held that race of Cain!


The churchyard at Ashford, and the stone cross, from whence diverged the several roads to London, Canterbury, and Ashford, situated midway between the two latter places, served, so tradition avouched, as nocturnal theaters for the unhallowed deeds of the Wulfrics, who thither prowled by moonlight, it was said, to batten on the freshly-buried dead, or drain the blood of any living wight who might be rash enough to venture among those solitary spots. True it was that the wolves had, during some of the severe winters, emerged from their forest lairs, and, entering the cemetery by a breach in its walls, goaded by famine, had actually disinterred the dead; true was it, also, that the Wolf’s Cross, as the hinds commonly designated it, had been stained with gore on one occasion through the fall of a drunken mendicant, who chanced to fracture his skull against a pointed angle of its basement. But these accidents, as well as a multitude of others, were attributed to the guilty intervention of the Wulfrics, under their fiendish guise of wer-wolves.


These poor people, moreover, took no pains to justify themselves from a prejudice so monstrous: full well apprised of what calumny they were the victims, but alike conscious of their impotence to contradict it, they tacitly suffered its infliction, and fled all contact with those to whom they knew themselves repulsive. Shunning the highways, and never venturing to pass through the town of Ashford in open day, they pursued such labor as might occupy them within doors, or in unfrequented places. They appeared not at Canterbury market, never numbered themselves amongst the pilgrims at Becket’s far-famed shrine, or assisted at any sport, merry-making, hay-cutting, or harvest home: the priest had interdicted them from all communion with the church — the ale-bibbers from the hostelry.


The primitive cabin which they inhabited was built of chalk and clay, with a thatch of straw, in which the high winds had made huge rents and closed up by a rotten door, exhibiting wide gaps, through which the gusts had free ingress. As this wretched abode was situated at considerable distance from any other, if, perchance, any of the neighboring serfs strayed within its precincts towards nightfall, their credulous fears made them shun near approach so soon as the vapors of the marsh were seen to blend their ghastly wreaths with the twilight; and as that darkling time drew on which explains the diabolical sense of the old saying, “’tween dog and wolf,” “’twixt hawk and buzzard,” at that hour the will-o’-wisps began to glimmer around the dwelling of the Wulfrics, who patriarchally supped — whenever they had a supper — and forthwith betook themselves to their rest.


Sorrow, misery, and the putrid exhalations of the steeped hemp, from which they manufactured a rude and scanty attire, combined eventually to bring sickness and death into the bosom of this wretched family, who, in their utmost extremity, could neither hope for pity or succor. The father was first attacked, and his corpse was scarce cold ere the mother rendered up her breath. Thus passed that fated couple to their account, unsolaced by the consolation of the confessor, or the medicaments of the leech. Hugues Wulfric, their eldest son, himself dug their grave, laid their bodies within it swathed with hempen shreds for grave cloths, and raised a few clods of earth to mark their last resting-place. A hind, who chanced to see him fulfilling this pious duty in the dusk of evening, crossed himself, and fled as fast as his legs would carry him, fully believing that he had assisted at some hellish incantation. When the real event transpired, the neighboring gossips congratulated one another upon the double mortality, which they looked upon as the tardy chastisement of heaven: they spoke of ringing the bells, and singing masses of thanks for such an action of grace.


It was All Souls’ eve, and the wind howled along the bleak hillside, whistling drearily through the naked branches of the forest trees, whose last leaves it had long since stripped; the sun had disappeared; a dense and chilling fog spread through the air like the mourning veil of the widowed, whose day of love hath early fled. No star shone in the still and murky sky. In that lonely hut, through which death had so lately passed, the orphan survivors held their lonely vigil by the fitful blaze emitted by the reeking logs upon their hearth. Several days had elapsed since their lips had been imprinted for the last time upon the cold hands of their parents; several dreary nights had passed since the sad hour in which their eternal farewell had left them desolate on earth.


Poor lone ones! Both, too, in the flower of their youth — how sad, yet how serene did they appear amid their grief! But what sudden and mysterious terror is it that seems to overcome them? It is not, alas! the first time since they were left alone upon earth that they have found themselves at this hour of the night by their deserted hearth, enlivened of old by the cheerful tales of their mother. Full often had they wept together over her memory, but never yet had their solitude proved so appalling; and, pallid as very specters, they tremblingly gazed upon one another as the flickering ray from the wood-fire played over their features.


“Brother! heard you not that loud shriek which every echo of the forest repeated? It sounds to me as if the ground were ringing with the tread of some gigantic phantom, and whose breath seems to have shaken the door of our hut. The breath of the dead they say is icy cold. A mortal shivering has come over me.”


“And I, too, sister, thought I heard voices as it were at a distance, murmuring strange words. Tremble not thus — am I not beside you?”


“Oh, brother! let us pray the Holy Virgin, to the end that she may restrain the departed from haunting our dwelling.”


“But, perhaps, our mother is amongst them: she comes, unshrived and unshrouded, to visit her forlorn offspring — her well-beloved! For, knowest thou not, sister, ’tis the eve on which the dead forsake their tombs. Let us open the door, that our mother may enter and resume her wonted place by hearthstone.”


“Oh, brother, how gloomy is all without doors, how damp and cold the gust sweeps by. Hearest thou, what groans the dead are uttering round our hut? Oh, close the door, in heaven’s name!”


“Take courage, sister, I have thrown upon the fire that holy branch, plucked as it flowered on last palm Sunday, which thou knowest will drive away all evil spirits, and now our mother can enter alone.”


“But how will she look, brother? They Say the dead are horrible to gaze upon; that their hair has fallen away; their eyes become hollow; and that, in walking, their bones rattle hideously. Will our mother, then, be thus?”


“No; she will appear with the features we loved to behold; with the affectionate smile that welcomes us home from our perilous labors; with the voice which, in early youth, sought us when, belated, the closing night surprised its far from our dwelling.”


The poor girl busied herself awhile in arranging a few platters of scanty fare upon the tottering board which served them for a table; and this last pious offering of filial love, as she deemed it, appeared accomplished only by the greatest and last effort, so enfeebled had her frame become.


“Let our dearly-beloved mother enter then,” she exclaimed, sinking exhausted upon the settle. “I have prepared her evening meal, that she may not be angry with me, and all is arranged as she was wont to have it. But what ails thee, my brother, for now thou tremblest as I did awhile agone?”


“See’st thou not, sister, those pale lights which are rising at a distance across the marsh? They are the dead coming to seat themselves before the repast prepared for then. Hark! list to the funeral tones of the Allhallowtide bells,[28] as they come upon the gale, blended with their hollow voices. — Listen, listen!”


“Brother, this horror grows insupportable. This, I feel, of a verity, will be my last night upon earth! And is there no word of hope to cheer me, mingling with those fearful sounds? Oh, mother! Mother!”


“Hush, sister, hush I see’st thou now the ghastly lights which herald the dead, gleaming athwart the horizon? Hearest thou the prolonged tolling of the bell? They come! they come!”


“Eternal repose to their ashes!” exclaimed the bereaved ones, sinking upon their knees, and bowing down their heads in the extremity of terror and lamentation; and as they uttered the words, the door was at the same moment closed with violence, as though it had been slammed to by a vigorous hand. Hugues started to his feet, for the cracking of the timber which supported the roof seemed to announce the fall of the frail tenement; the fire was suddenly extinguished, and a plaintive groan mingled itself with the blast that whistled through the crevices of the door. On raising his sister, Hugues found that she too was no longer to be numbered among the living.





—II—


Hugues, on becoming the head of his family, composed of two sisters younger than himself, saw them likewise descend into the grave in the short space of a fortnight; and when he had laid the last within her parent earth, he hesitated whether he should not extend himself beside them, and share their peaceful slumber. It was not by tears and sobs that grief so profound as his manifested itself, but in a mute and sullen contemplation over the sepulture of his kindred and his own future happiness. During three consecutive nights he wandered, pale and haggard, from his solitary hut, to prostrate himself and kneel by turns upon the funereal turf. For three days food had not passed his lips.


Winter had interrupted the labors of the woods and fields, and Hugues had presented himself in vain among the neighboring domains to obtain a few days’ employment to thresh grain, cut wood, or drive the plow; no one would employ him from fear of drawing upon himself the fallity attached to all bearing the name of Wulfric. He met with brutal denials at all hands, and not only were these accompanied by taunts and menace, but dogs were let loose upon him to rend his limbs; they deprived him even of the alms accorded to beggars by profession; in short, he found himself overwhelmed with injuries and scorn.


Was he, then, to expire of inanition or deliver himself from the tortures of hunger by suicide? He would have embraced that means, as a last and only consolation, had he not been retained earthward to struggle with his dark fate by a feeling of love. Yes, that abject being, forced in very desperation, against his better self, to abhor the human species in the abstract, and to feel a savage joy in waging war against it; that paria who scarce longer felt confidence in that heaven which seemed an apathetic witness of his woes; that man so isolated from those social relations which alone compensate us for the toils and troubles of life, without other stay than that afforded by his conscience, with no other fortune in prospect than the bitter existence and miserable death of his departed kin: worn to the bone by privation and sorrow, swelling with rage and resentment, he yet consented to live — to cling to life; for, strange — he loved! But for that heaven-sent ray gleaming across his thorny path, a pilgrimage so lone and wearisome would he have gladly exchanged for the peaceful slumber of the grave.


Hugues Wulfric would have been the finest youth in all that part of Kent, were it not that the outrages with which he had so unceasingly to contend, and the privations he was forced to undergo, had effaced the color from his cheeks, and sunk his eyes deep in their orbits: his brows were habitually contracted, and his glance oblique and fierce. Yet, despite that recklessness and anguish which clouded his features, one, incredulous of his atrocities, could not have failed to admire the savage beauty of his head, cast in nature’s noblest mould, crowned with a profusion of waving hair, and set upon shoulders whose robust and harmonious proportions were discoverable through the tattered attire investing them. His carriage was firm and majestic; his motions were not without a species of rustic grace, and the tone of his naturally soft voice accorded admirably with the purity in which he spoke his ancestral language — the Norman-French: in short, he differed so widely from people of his imputed condition that one is constrained to believe that jealousy or prejudice must originally have been no stranger to the malicious persecution of which he was the object. The women alone ventured first to pity his forlorn condition, and endeavored to think of him in a more favorable light.


Branda, niece of Willieblud, the flesher of Ashford, had, among other, of the town maidens, noticed Hugues with a not unfavoring eye, as she chanced to pass one day on horseback, through a coppice near the outskirts of the town, into which the latter had been led by the eager chase of a wild hog, and which animal, from the nature of the country was, single-handed, exceedingly difficult of capture. The malignant falsehoods of the ancient crones, continually buzzed in her ears, in nowise diminished the advantageous opinion she had conceived of this ill-treated and good-looking wer-wolf. She sometimes, indeed, went so far as to turn considerably out of her way, in order to meet and exchange his cordial greeting: for Hugues, recognizing the attention of which he had now become the object, had, in his turn, at last summoned up courage to survey more leisurely the pretty Branda; and the result was that he found her as buxom and pretty a lass as, in his hitherto restricted rambles out of the forest, his timorous gaze had ever encountered. His gratitude increased proportionally; and at the moment when his domestic losses came one after another to overwhelm him, he was actually on the eve of making Branda, on the first opportunity presenting itself, an avowal of the love he bore her.


It was chill winter — Christmas-tide — the distant roll of the curfew had long ceased, and all the inhabitants of Ashford were safe housed in their tenements for the night. Hugues, solitary, motionless, silent, his forehead grasped between his hands, his gaze dully faced upon the decaying brands that feebly glimmered upon his hearth: he heeded not the cutting north wind, whose sweeping gusts shook the crazy roof, and whistled through the chinks of the door; he started not at the harsh cries of the herons fighting for prey in the marsh, nor at the dismal croaking of the ravens perched over his smoke-vent. He thought of his departed kindred, and imagined that his hour to join them would soon be at hand; for the intense cold congealed the marrow of his bones, and fell hunger gnawed and twisted his entrails. Yet, at intervals, would a recollection of nascent love, of Branda, suddenly appease his else intolerable anguish, and cause a faint smile to gleam across his wan features.


“Oh, blessed Virgin! grant that my sufferings may speedily cease!” murmured he, despairingly. “Oh, would I might be a wer-wolf, as they call me! I could then requite them for all the foul wrong done me. True, I could not nourish myself with their flesh; I would not shed their blood; but I would be able to terrify and torment those who have wrought my parents’ and sisters’ death — who have persecuted our family even to extermination! Why have I not the power to change my nature into that of a wolf, if, of a verity, my ancestors possessed it, as they avouch? I should at least find carrion to devour [29], and not die thus horribly. Branda is the sole being in this world who cares for me; and that conviction alone reconciles me to life!”


Hugues gave free current to these gloomy reflections. The smoldering embers now emitted but a feeble and vacillating light, faintly struggling with the surrounding gloom, and Hugues felt the horror of darkness coming strong upon him; frozen with the ague-fit one instant, and troubled the next by the hurried pulsation of his veins, he arose, at last, to seek some fuel, and threw upon the fire a heap of faggot-chips, heath and straw, which soon raised a clear and crackling flame. His stock of wood had become exhausted, and, seeking wherewith to replenish his dying hearth-light, whilst foraging under the rude oven amongst a pile of rubbish placed there by his mother wherewith to bake bread — handles of tools, fractured joint-stools, and cracked platters, he discovered a chest rudely covered with a dressed hide, and which he had never seen before; and seizing upon it as though he had discovered a treasure, broke open the lid, strongly secured by a string.


This chest, which had evidently remained long unopened, contained the complete disguise of a wer-wolf: — a dyed sheepskin, with gloves in the form of paws, a tail, a mask with an elongated muzzle, and furnished with formidable rows of yellow horse-teeth.


Hugues started backwards, terrified at his discovery — so opportune, that it seemed to him the work of sorcery; then, on recovering from his surprise, he drew forth one by one the several pieces of this strange envelope, which had evidently seen some service, and from long neglect had become somewhat damaged. Then rushed confusedly upon his mind the marvelous recitals made him by his grandfather, as he nursed him upon his knees during earliest childhood; tales, during the narration of which his mother wept silently, as he laughed heartily. In his mind there was a mingled strife of feelings and purposes alike undefinable. He continued his silent examination of this criminal heritage, and by degrees his imagination grew bewildered with vague and extravagant projects.


Hunger and despair conjointly hurried him away: he saw objects no longer save through a bloody prism: he felt his very teeth on edge with an avidity for biting; he experienced an inconceivable desire to run: he set himself to howl as though he had practiced wer-wolfery all his life, and began thoroughly to invest himself with the guise and attributes of his novel vocation. A more startling change could scarcely have been wrought in him, had that so horribly grotesque metamorphosis really been the effect of enchantment; aided, too, as it was, by the, fever which generated a temporary insanity in his frenzied brain.


Scarcely did he thus find himself travestied into a wer-wolf through the influence of his vestment, ere he darted forth from the hut, through the forest and into the open country, white with hoar frost, and across which the bitter north wind swept, howling in a frightful manner and traversing the meadows, fallows, plains, and marshes, like a shadow. But, at that hour, and during such a season, not a single belated wayfarer was there to encounter Hugues, whom the sharpness of the air, and the excitation of his course, had worked up to the highest pitch of extravagance and audacity: he howled the louder proportionally as his hunger increased.


Suddenly the heavy rumbling of an approaching vehicle arrested his attention; at first with indecision, then with a stupid fixity, he struggled with two suggestions, counseling him at one and the same time to fly and to advance. The carriage, or whatever it might be, continued, rolling towards him; the night was not so obscure but that he was enabled to distinguish the tower of Ashford church at a short distance off, and hard by which stood a pile of unhewn stone, destined either for the execution of some repair, or addition to the saintly edifice, in the shade of which he ran to crouch himself down, and so await the arrival of his prey.


It proved to be the covered cart of Willieblud, the Ashford flesher, who was wont twice a week to carry meat to Canterbury, and traveled by night in order that he might be among the first at market-opening. Of this Hugues was fully aware, and the departure of the flesher naturally suggested to him the inference that his niece must be keeping house by herself, for our lusty flesher had been long a widower. For an instant he hesitated whether he should introduce himself there, so favorable an opportunity thus presenting itself, or whether he should attack the uncle and seize upon his viands. Hunger got the better of love this once, and the monotonous whistle with which the driver was accustomed to urge forward his sorry jade warning him to be in readiness, he howled in a plaintive tone, and, rushing forward, seized the horse by the bit.


“Willieblud, flesher,” said he, disguising his voice, and speaking to him in the lingua Franca of that period, “I hunger; throw me two pounds of meat if thou would’st have me live.”


“St. Willifred have mercy on me!” cried the terrified flesher, “is it thou, Hugues Wulfric, of Wealdmarsh, the born wer-wolf?”


“Thou say’st sooth — it is I,” replied Hugues, who had sufficient address to avail himself of the credulous superstition of Willieblud; “I would rather have raw meat than eat of thy flesh, plump as thou art. Throw me, therefore, what I crave, and forget not to be ready with the like portion each time thou settest out for Canterbury market; or, failing thereof, I tear thee limb from limb.”


Hugues, to display his attributes of a wer-wolf before the gaze of the confounded flesher, had mounted himself upon the spokes of the wheel, and placed his forepaw upon the edge of the cart, which he made semblance of snuffing at with his snout. Willieblud, who believed in wer-wolves as devoutly as he did in his patron saint, had no sooner perceived this monstrous paw, than, uttering a fervent invocation to the latter, he seized upon his daintiest joint of meat, let it fall to the ground, and whilst Hugues sprung eagerly down to pick it up, the butcher at the same instant having bestowed a sudden and violent blow upon the flank of his beast, the latter set off at a round gallop without waiting for any reiterated invitation from the lash.


Hugues was so satisfied with a repast which had cost him far less trouble to procure than any he had long remembered, readily promised himself the renewal of an expedient, the execution of which was at once easy and diverting; for though smitten with the charms of the fair-haired Branda, he not the less found a malicious pleasure in augmenting the terror of her uncle Willieblud. The latter, for a long while, revealed not to a living being the tale of his terrible encounter and strange compact, which had varied according to circumstances, and he submitted unmurmuringly to the imposts levied each time the wer-wolf presented himself before him, without being very nice about either the weight or quality of the meat; he no longer even waited to be asked for it, anything to avoid the sight of that fiend-like form clinging to the side of his cart, or being brought into such immediate contact with that hideous misshapen paw stretched forth, as it were to strangle him, that paw too, which had once been a human hand. He had become dull and thoughtful of late; he set out to market unwillingly, and seemed to dread the hour of departure as it approached, and no longer beguiled the tedium of his nocturnal journey by whistling to his horse, or trolling snatches of ballads, as was his wont formerly; he now invariably returned in a melancholy and restless mood.


Branda, at loss to conceive what had given birth to this new and permanent depression which had taken possession of her uncle’s mind, after in vain exhausting conjecture, proceeded to interrogate, importune, and supplicate him by turns, until the unhappy flesher, no longer proof against such continued appeals, at last disburthened himself of the load which he had at heart, by recounting the history of his adventure with the wer-wolf.


Branda listened to the whole of the recital without offering interruption or comment; but, at its close — “Hugues is no more a wer-wolf than thou or I,” exclaimed she, offended that such unjust suspicion should be cherished against one for whom she had long felt more than an interest; “’tis an idle tale, or some juggling device; I fear me thou must needs dream these sorceries, uncle Willieblud, for Hugues of the Wealmarsh, or Wulfric, as the silly fools call him, is worth far more, I trow, than his reputation.”


“Girl, it boots not saying me nay, in this matter,” replied Willieblud, pertinaciously urging the truth of his story; “the family of Hugues, as everybody knows, were wer-wolves born, and, since they are all of late, by the blessing of heaven, defunct, save one, Hugues now inherits the wolf’s paw.”


“I tell thee, and will avouch it openly, uncle, that Hugues is of too gentle and seemly a nature to serve Satan, and turn himself into a wild beast, and that will I never believe until I have seen the like.”


“Mass, and that thou shalt right speedily, if thou wilt but along with me. In very troth ’tis he, besides, he made confession of his name, and did I not recognize his voice, and am I not ever bethinking me of his knavish paw, which he places me on the shaft while he stays the horse. Girl, he is in league with the foul fiend.”


Branda had, to a certain degree, imbibed the superstition in the abstract, equally with her uncle, and, excepting so far as it touched the hitherto, as she believed, traduced being on whom her affections, as if in feminine perversity, had so strangely lighted. Her woman’s curiosity, in this instance, less determined her resolution to accompany the flesher on his next journey, than the desire to exculpate her lover, fully believing the strange tale of her kinsman’s encounter with, and spoliation by the latter, to be the effect of some illusion, and of which to find him guilty, was the sole fear she experienced on mounting the rude vehicle laden with its ensanguined viands.


It was just midnight when they started from Ashford, the hour alike dear to wer-wolves as to specters of every denomination. Hugues was punctual at the appointed spot; his howlings, as they drew nigh, though horrible enough, had still something human in them, and disconcerted not a little the doubts of Branda. Willieblud, however, trembled even more than she did, and sought for the wolf’s portion; the latter raised himself upon his hind legs, and extended one of his forepaws to receive his pittance as soon as the cart stopped at the heap of stones.


“Uncle, I shall swoon with affright,” exclaimed Branda, clinging closely to the flesher, and tremblingly pulling the cover-chief over her eyes: “loose rein and smite thy beast, or evil will surely betide us.”


“Thou are not alone, gossip,” cried Hugues, fearful of a snare; “if thou essay’st to play me false, thou art at once undone.”


“Harm us not friend Hugues, thou know’st I weigh not my pounds of meat with thee; I shall take care to keep my troth. It is Branda, my niece, who goes with me tonight to buy wares at Canterbury.”


“Branda with thee? By the mass ’tis she indeed, more buxom and rosy too, than ever; come pretty one, descend and tarry awhile, that I may have speech with thee.”


“I conjure thee, good Hugues, terrify not so cruelly my poor wench, who is well-nigh dead already with fear; suffer us to; hold our way, for we have far to go, and the morrow is early, market-day.”


“Go thy ways then alone, uncle Willieblud, ’tis thy niece I would have speech with, in all courtesy and honor; the which, if thou permittest not readily, and of a good grace, I will rend thee both to death.”


All in vain was it that Willieblud exhausted himself in prayers and lamentations in hopes of softening the bloodthirsty wer-wolf, as he believed him to be, refusing as the latter did, every sort of compromise in avoidance of his demand, and at last replying only by horrible threats, which froze the hearts of both. Branda, although especially interested in the debate, neither stirred foot, or opened her mouth, so greatly had terror and surprise overwhelmed her; she kept her eyes fixed upon the wolf, who peered at her likewise through his mask, and felt incapable of offering resistance when she found herself forcibly dragged out of the vehicle, and deposited by an invisible power, as it seemed to her, beside the piles of stones; she swooned without uttering a single scream.


The flesher was no less dumbfounded at the turn which the adventure had taken, and he, too, fell back among his meat as though stricken by a blinding blow; he fancied that the wolf had swept his bushy tail violently across his eyes, and on recovering the use of his senses found himself alone in the cart, which rolled joltingly at a swift pace towards Canterbury. At first he listened, but in vain, for the wind bringing him either the shrieks of his niece, or the howlings of the wolf; but stop his beast he could not, which, panic-stricken, kept trotting as though bewitched, or felt the spur of some fiend pricking her flanks.


Willieblud, however, reached his journey’s end in safety, sold his meat, and returned to Ashford, reckoning full sure upon having to say a De Profundis for his niece, whose fate he had not ceased to bemoan during the whole night. But how great was his astonishment to find her safe at home, a little pale, from recent fright and want of sleep, but without a scratch; still more was he astonished to hear that the wolf had done her no injury whatsoever, contenting himself, after she had recovered from her swoon, with conducting her back to their dwelling, and acting in every respect like a loyal suitor, rather than a sanguinary wer-wolf. Willieblud knew not what to think of it.


This nocturnal gallantry towards his niece had additionally irritated the burly Saxon against the wer-wolf, and although the fear of reprisals kept him from making a direct and public attack upon Hugues, he ruminated not the less upon taking some sure and secret revenge; but previous to putting his design into execution, it struck him that he could not do better than relate his misadventures to the ancient sacristan and parish grave-digger of St. Michael’s, a worthy of profound sagacity in those sort of matters, endowed with a clerk-like erudition, and consulted as an oracle by all the old crones and lovelorn maidens throughout the township of Ashford and its vicinity.


“Slay a wer-wolf thou canst not,” was the repeated rejoinder of the wiseacre to the earnest queries of the tormented flesher; “for his hide is proof against spear or arrow, though vulnerable to the edge of a cutting weapon of steel. I counsel thee to deal him a slight flesh wound, or cut him over the paw, in order to know of a surety whether it really be Hugues or no; thou’lt run no danger, save thou strikest him a blow from which blood flows not therefrom, for, so soon as his skin is severed he taketh flight.”


Resolving implicitly to follow the advice of the sacristan, Willieblud that same evening determined to know with what wer-wolf it was with whom he had to do, and with that view hid his cleaver, newly sharpened for the occasion, under the load in his cart, and resolutely prepared to make use of it as a preparatory step towards proving the identity of Hugues with the audacious spoiler of his meat, and eke his peace. The wolf presented himself as usual, and anxiously inquired after Branda, which stimulated the flesher the more firmly to follow out his design.


“Here, Wolf,” said Willieblud, stooping down as if to choose a piece of meat; “I give thee double portion tonight; up with thy paw, take toll, and be mindful of my frank alms.”


“Sooth, I will remember me, gossip,” rejoined our wer-wolf; “but when shall the marriage be solemnized for certain, betwixt the fair Branda and myself?”


Hugues believing he had nothing to fear from the flesher, whose meats he so readily appropriated to himself, and of whose fair niece he hoped shortly no less to make lawful possession; both that he really loved, and viewed his union with her as the surest means of placing him within the pale of that sociality from which he had been so unjustly exiled, could he but succeed in making intercession with the holy fathers of the church to remove their interdict. Hugues placed his extended paw upon the edge of the cart; but instead of handing him his joint of beef, or mutton, Willieblud raised his cleaver, and at a single blow lopped off the paw laid there as fittingly for the purpose as though upon a block. The flesher flung down his weapon, and belabored his beast, the wer-wolf roared aloud with agony, and disappeared amid the dark shades of the forest, in which, aided by the wind, his howling was soon lost.


The next day, on his return, the flesher, chuckling and laughing, deposited a gory cloth upon the table, among the trenchers with which his niece was busied in preparing his noonday meal, and which, on being opened, displayed to her horrified gaze a freshly severed human hand enveloped in wolf-skin. Branda, comprehending what had occurred, shrieked aloud, shed a flood of tears, and then hurriedly throwing her mantle round her, whilst her uncle amused himself by turning and twitching the hand about with a ferocious delight, exclaiming, whilst he staunched the blood which still flowed:


“The sacristan said sooth; the wer-wolf has his need I trow, at last, and now I wot of his nature, I fear no more his witchcraft.”


Although the day was far advanced, Hugues lay writhing in torture upon his couch, his coverings drenched with blood, as well also the floor of his habitation; his countenance of a ghastly pallor, expressed as much moral, as physical pain; tears gushed from beneath his reddened eyelids, and he listened to every noise without, with an increased inquietude, painfully visible upon his distorted features. Footsteps were heard rapidly approaching, the door was hurriedly flung open, and a female threw herself beside his couch, and with mingled sobs and imprecations sought tenderly for his mutilated arm, which, rudely bound round with hempen wrappings, no longer dissembled the absence of its wrist, and from which a crimson stream still trickled. At this piteous spectacle she grew loud in her denunciations against the sanguinary flesher, and sympathetically mingled her lamentations with those of his victim.


These effusions of love and dolor, however, were doomed to sudden interruption; someone knocked at the door. Branda ran to the window that she might recognize who the visitor was that had dared to penetrate the lair of a wer-wolf, and on perceiving who it was, she raised her eyes and hands on high, in token of her extremity of despair, whilst the knocking momentarily grew louder.


“’Tis my uncle,” faltered she. “Ah! woe’s me, how shall I escape hence without his seeing me? Whither hide? Oh, here, here, nigh to thee, Hugues, and we will die together,” and she crouched herself into an obscure recess behind his couch. “If Willieblud should raise his cleaver to slay thee, he shall first strike through his kinswoman’s body.”


Branda hastily concealed herself amidst a pile of hemp, whispering Hugues to summon all his courage, who, however, scarce found strength sufficient to raise himself to a sitting posture, whilst his eyes vainly sought around for some weapon of defense.


“A good morrow to thee, Wulfric!” exclaimed Willieblud, as he entered, holding in his hand a napkin tied in a knot, which he proceeded to place upon the coffer beside the sufferer. “I come to offer thee some work, to bind and stack me a faggot-pile, knowing that thou art no laggard at bill-hook and wattle. Wilt do it?”


“I am sick,” replied Hugues, repressing the wrath which, despite of pain, sparkled in his wild glance; “I am not in fitting state to work.”


“Sick, gossip, sick, art thou indeed? Or is it but a sloth fit? Come, what ails thee? Where lieth the evil? Your hand, that I may feel thy pulse.”


Hugues reddened, and for an instant hesitated whether he should resist a solicitation, the bent of which he too readily comprehended; but in order to avoid exposing Branda to discovery, he thrust forth his left hand from beneath the coverlid, all imbued in dried gore.


“Not that hand, Hugues, but the other, the right one. Alack, and well-a-day, hast thou lost thy hand, and I must find it for thee?”


Hugues, whose purpling flush of rage changed quickly to a death-like hue, replied not to this taunt, nor testified by the slightest gesture or movement that he was preparing to satisfy a request as cruel in its preconception as the object of it was slenderly cloaked. Willieblud laughed, and ground his teeth in savage glee, maliciously reveling in the tortures he had inflicted upon the sufferer. He seemed already disposed to use violence, rather than allow himself to be baffled in the attainment of the decisive proof he aimed at. Already had he commenced untying the napkin, giving vent all the while to his implacable taunts; one hand alone displaying itself upon the coverlid, and which Hugues, well-nigh senseless with anguish, thought not of withdrawing.


“Why tender me that hand?” continued his unrelenting persecutor, as he imagined himself on the eve of arriving at the conviction he so ardently desired — “That I should lop it off? quick, quick, Master Wulfric, and do my bidding; I demanded to see your right hand.”


“Behold it then!” ejaculated a suppressed voice, which belonged to no supernatural being, however it might seem appertaining to such; and Willieblud to his utter confusion and dismay saw a second hand, sound and unmutilated, extend itself towards him as though in silent accusation. He started back; he stammered out a cry for mercy, bent his knees for an instant, and raising himself, palsied with terror, fled from the hut, which he firmly believed under the possession of the foul fiend.


He carried not with him the severed hand, which henceforward became a perpetual vision ever present before his eyes, and which all the potent exorcisms of the sacristan, at whose hands he continually sought council and consolation, signally failed to dispel.


“Oh, that hand! To whom then, belongs that accursed hand?” groaned he, continually. “Is it really the fiend’s, or that of some wer-wolf? Certain ’tis, that Hugues is innocent, for have I not seen both his hands? But wherefore was one bloody? There’s sorcery at bottom of it.”


The next morning, early, the first object that struck his sight on entering his stall, was the severed hand that he had left the preceding night upon the coffer in the forest hut; it was stripped of its wolf’s-skin covering, and lay among the viands. He dared no longer touch that hand, which now, he verily believed to be enchanted; but in hopes of getting rid of it forever, he had it flung down a well, and it was with no small increase of despair that he found it shortly afterwards again lying upon his block. He buried it in his garden, but still without being able to rid himself of it; it returned livid and loathsome to infect his shop, and augment the remorse which was unceasingly revived by the reproaches of his niece.


At last, flattering himself to escape all further persecution from that fatal hand, it struck him that he would have it carried to the cemetery at Canterbury, and try whether exorcism, and supulture in holy ground would effectually bar its return to the light of day. This was also done; but lo! on the following morning he perceived it nailed to his shutter. Disheartened by these dumb, yet awful reproaches, which wholly robbed him of his peace, and impatient to annihilate all trace of an action with which heaven itself seemed to upbraid him, he quitted Ashford one morning without bidding adieu to his niece, and some days after was found drowned in the river Stour. They drew out his swollen and discolored body, which was discovered floating on the surface among the sedge, and it was only by piecemeal that they succeeded in tearing away from his death-contracted clutch, the phantom hand, which, in his suicidal convulsions he had retained firmly grasped.


A year after this event, Hugues, although minus a hand, and consequently a confirmed wer-wolf, married Branda, sole heiress to the stock and chattels of the late unhappy flesher of Ashford.
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The term Were-Wolf has probably descended to us from the Chaldeans, and other pastoral nations, who were obliged to live continually on the defensive against the wolves that followed their flocks; and the terror inspired by these animals favored the nocturnal depredations of unprincipled individuals, who availed themselves of a disguise, as a wolf, to perpetrate misdeeds of all kinds. Out of these practices a superstition arose that gave birth to many strange tales, and horrible adventures; and the belief of beings partaking of the natures of wolf and man obtained so much credence in the early ages, that not only some eminent writers, but many philosophers of the early and middle ages were interested in the subject. We forbear, however, to enter into a disquisition on the origin, or etymology of the word, but proceed to state, that in France a remnant of the superstition remained in much later times; and that in Bern, traditions of the Were-Wolf were preserved in all their vigor.







In the village of Ryans, once a large town, about three leagues from Bourges, there was a poor family who lay under the imputation of being descendants of the Were-Wolf. They had no subsistence, but by labor, yet such was the prejudice maintained against them, that few persons were willing to employ them; and while the poor creatures were often in want of a morsel of bread, their neighbors did not scruple to attribute to their agency every misfortune or accident, that happened among them. A fire, or an inundation, a bad harvest, or a destructive storm, blight and mildew, or an epidemic among the cattle —  all were laid to the charge of Simon Gorde, who was regarded with a suspicious eye, and pointed at as a subject for execration. Nor was Simon considered the only offender in his family, for two aged relatives, his wife, his son, and daughters, all shared the blame, and such was the horror in which these poor people were held by the neighbors, that they would even have thought a child at the breast capable of doing an ill turn, so great was the prejudice against this race of Cain. The cemetery and the Wolf’s Cross were the places which were more particularly considered as the nocturnal theaters of the Gorde’s, who were said to feast, by moonlight, on the bodies of the dead, or on dark nights to attack any living mortal whom chance or necessity might lead near either of those fearful places. That the wolves would descend from the mountains, and find entrance to the cemetery, the Gordes themselves well knew, and that a vagrant, in a state of intoxication, had fallen over the stones of the Wolf’s Cross, and narrowly escaped with his life was also known, but these things, with many others, were attributed to the evil dispositions of the Were-Wolf, and his family.


And thus, borne down by the odium attached to them, the poor creatures took no pains to emancipate themselves from their state of suffering; they allowed the calumnies put forth against them to remain uncontradicted, because they were powerless to defend themselves; they seldom passed through Ryans by daylight, and preferred work which they could execute at home, or would take them to some spot unfrequented by their uncharitable neighbors. They appeared not at the market of Aix d’Angillon, nor at the féte of Binges, nor mixed with the pilgrims to Saint Soulanges. They wrought not at vintage, or harvest, for they possessed not one friend in either of the adjacent communes. The curate had forbidden them the church, and the revelers chased them from the cabaret; they inhabited a miserable cabin, built with mud and clay, and thatched so indifferently with straw, that neither cold, nor rain were entirely excluded. This wretched habitation stood alone, but near the entrance to the village; and the inhabitants would make a long circuit rather than pass the dwelling after twilight, when the supper fire shone through the crevices of the ill-constructed building, and gave notice that the unholy family were partaking their unhallowed meal.


Grief, poverty, and the putrid exhalations arising from damp and filth, brought sickness and death into the midst of this proscribed family, who could hope for neither compassion nor succor. Simon Gorde, the father, was the first victim, and his corpse was scarce cold ere his wife also sighed out her last breath; this unfortunate pair gave up their souls to their Creator, uncared for by the physician, or the priest. Simon Gorde, the son, prepared a grave for his parents, and placed them in it, shrouded in a few old rags. A peasant, who saw him engaged in this pious work, when darkness was covering the earth, crossed himself repeatedly as he hastened from the spot, lest he might be thought a participator in the ceremony. The news of this double death was received in the surrounding villages with rejoicings; it was looked upon as a punishment specially inflicted by Providence on this unhappy family, and some persons would even have countenanced a public thanksgiving on the occasion.


Simon Gorde, the son, now thought the head of his family, was left with no one to care for in the world; the two old people, and his young sisters, fell victims, one by one, to the inveteracy of the disease, and when the young man placed the last of them in the earth, he felt half-disposed to lie down beside them, and seek in voluntary death for relief from a wretched and isolated existence. But it was not by tears and sobs that he expressed his grief, it was in silence, half savage and resentful, that he contemplated his present privations and future lot.


For many successive nights, he rushed, pale and haggard, from his paternal roof to stretch himself on the graves of his relations, and for a great part of his time he was entirely without food. Winter had put a stop to field and forest labor, and Simon had applied in vain for a day’s thrashing, or some outdoor employment, but no one would engage him for fear of drawing upon themselves the fatality that seemed to attend the name of Gorde. He was refused brutally, and with threats; even the dogs were set at him, and, when deprived of the means of laboring for his sustenance, he was driven away with contempt and cruelty if he sought the scanty pittance allowed by law to the poor.


Nothing then remained but to die of starvation, or to deliver himself from the tortures of famine by suicide, and from this last he was only withheld by a sentiment of tenderness which had lately stolen into his heart. Yes! strange as it may seem, this man, abhorred by the human race, and with whom he felt at war; this Pariah, who almost seemed to have lost his confidence in God, since he had become so bereaved and so destitute — this being, sharing none of those affections which compensate for the misfortunes of life; without consolation, but from his own conscience, without hope of a better fate than had fallen to his ancestors, attenuated by want and sorrow, yet often swelling into rage and resentment he loved! and love alone saved him from the crime of self-destruction.


Simon Gorde would have been as handsome a young man as any in the country, had not oppression and privation driven the color from his cheek, and deepened the shadow of his brow. He seldom raised his sunken eyes but to glance furtively and wildly around him. Yet, notwithstanding these disadvantages, which obscured the favor of nature, an unprejudiced observer would have admired the stern dignity of his figure, and the contour of his head, which was well placed on his robust and finely-formed shoulders: his step was firm and haughty; and his movements not devoid of grace; and there was a softness of voice and purity of language which contrasted strangely with his ragged habiliments and wasted countenance. In fact, he differed so much from the laboring part of the community, that it might have been supposed the men were in some degree instigated by jealousy in their conduct towards him; the women, indeed, were not so harsh in their judgements, and some few dared to pity, and occasionally relieve him.


Fauchon, the wife of Claude Lovey, butcher, at Aix d’Angillon, had remarked Simon one day, when at work, near her husband’s house, and, spite of the strange things said of him by her gossips, she formed a different opinion of the good-looking Were-Wolf. After this, she would stop, if she met him, to greet him, or reply to some remark, which he found confidence to address to her, for the poor fellow, grateful for a look or a word of kindness, had looked upon Fauchon, and saw that she was pretty. His gratitude and his admiration increased, until just before he had so rapidly lost the whole of his family, he had dared to intimate to Fauchon that he loved her.


It was nine o’clock at night, and the inhabitants of Ryans were most of them at rest. Simon, alone, silent, and motionless, his hands supporting his head, fixed a dull eye on two brands, not yet extinct, among the ashes on the hearth. He gave no heed to the north blast that penetrated through the mouldering roof, and shook the door and window of his hut. He thought of his departed friends, and hoped soon to rejoin them, for the cold seemed freezing the marrow of his bones, and hunger was seizing the powers of vitality. At intervals, a thought of Fauchon stole over his more sorrowful feelings, and the shadow of a smile lighted up his features for an instant.


“Oh, my God!” he murmured in a tone, almost without hope, “I beseech thee put an end to my sufferings. Ah! would that I were the Wolf they say I am I would revenge the injuries that are heaped upon me. But no! I would not eat their flesh, or drink their blood. I would pursue, and torment them; the unfeeling wretches who allowed my family to die — my father, mother, sisters, all! Why have I not the power to transform myself into a Wolf, if my fathers did so; at least I should find carrion, and I should not perish with hunger. Fauchon, alone, in this wide world has any love for me; but it is enough. I wish not for the love of any other mortal.”


For some time, Simon gave way to his melancholy and poignant reflections, the smoldering fagots contending feebly with the darkness of the night, but he had a dread of darkness, and he rose shivering, yet excited to renew the expiring fire. He threw on a bunch of heath and a little straw, and sought by the light for something else to burn. He had no more firewood, and he turned over a heap of rubbish, which had been thrown into a corner, as useless for any other purpose than to burn.


Under this accumulation of rags, old shoes, tool handles, and broken furniture, he discovered a leathern trunk, which he never remembered to have seen; he seized it with avidity, as if supposing it contained some treasure, and tore it open, for it was secured with a spring. It appeared as though it had not been opened for some time, and contained nothing but a dress of skin, which must have been the disguise assumed by some individual among his predecessors. It was formed of sheepskin, the front legs being furnished with imitative paws as a covering for the hands. The head was enlarged, and lengthened by a muzzle in which appeared a formidable set of teeth, and, the whole was so arranged as to form a complete disguise for a human figure.


Simon drew back, startled from this discovery — so opportune, that it appeared the effect of sorcery; then recovering his surprise, he drew forth this strange disguise, which, either from neglect, or long service, was much deteriorated. As he examined it, he recollected the many stories that he had listened to from his grandfather; tales which he, as a child, had laughed at; but which he remembered had always made his mother look grave. A struggle between tenderness and revenge arose in his mind, and as he silently continued to examine this criminal inheritance, many wild projects presented themselves to his imagination. Hunger had already rendered him desperate, and he now saw every object through an awfully-colored prism; he gnashed his teeth, and imitating the howling of a wolf, began to invest himself with the insignia of a dreadful vocation. So great was the change wrought in him by this grotesque, yet frightful garment, that it might have been thought enchanted, and gifted with the power of transforming man to beast.


Thus, arrayed as as WereWolf, he rushed from his cabin into the open country, white with hoarfrost, and swept by the piercing gusts of the northwind. With a frightful howl, he traversed fields and plains, the high road and less frequented footpaths, but no benighted traveler came in the way of the frenzied Simon, now rendered furious by the sharp air acting forcibly on the ravening hunger that gnawed him into madness. On a sudden, the distant sound of wheels arrested his attention, and he stopped undecided whether to fly from, or advance to meet the approaching vehicle. The night was not so dark, but that he could discern the chapel of the Old Castle at Aix d’Angillon, that once large town reduced to a village amid the ruins of a fortification; and he found himself near a pile of stones, bearing the denomination of the Sorcerer’s pillar, and a few dilapidated buildings, inhabited only by beggars. He was soon aware that the wheels were those of Claude Lovey, who went twice in the week with his cart to supply meat to Saint Solanges, and traveled thus by night that he might be home again in time for market at Aix. Simon knew this as well as other people; and the departure of the butcher naturally suggested the remembrance that the wife was left at home by herself. He hesitated a moment whether he should endeavor to see her, or accost her husband: but hunger triumphed over love; and the whistle of Claude, encouraging on his horse, hastening his decision, he darted into the road, and seized the horse by the mane.


“Claude Lovey,” said he in a gruff voice, “I am dying with hunger! Give me some meat that I may live!”


“Saint Solanges, have pity on me!” said the affrighted butcher. “Ah! is it you, Simon Gorde, the Were Wolf of Ryans?”


“It is I,” replied Simon, availing himself of the credulity of Claude, “and I would rather eat of thy meat than of thine own flesh. Give me, therefore, to eat, and forget not each time that thou goest to Solanges to reserve me a part of thy stock.”


Simon, the better to enact his part, had placed himself in front of the cart, and rested one paw on the shaft, while he affected to smell at the cart with his muzzle.


Claude, who firmly believed in the existence of the Werewolf, no sooner saw the immense paw, than he roared out an invocation to all the saints, and throwing a piece of meat on the ground gave his horse such a jerk with the reins that the animal started off without waiting for a touch of the whip.


Simon lost no time in securing the meat, which afforded him so excellent a repast that he promised himself a renewal of so easy and amusing an expedient; beside, having no sort of regard for the husband of the woman he loved, he felt a malicious pleasure in terrifying poor Claude Lovey. Several meetings, therefore, took place between Simon and the butcher, who dared not reveal his nocturnal adventures to anyone, and submitted to the impositions of the Were-Wolf without murmuring, or even waiting to be asked for the meat. He became, however, thoughtful and sad; he left home without a kind word at parting with his wife, and his cheerful whistle was no longer heard on his journey. He returned more sorrowful still, and Fauchon became alarmed at the alteration in her husband. Could jealousy have any part in his estrangement? And Fauchon questioned, and coaxed, and entreated, until Claude could no longer withhold from her his meetings with the Were-Wolf.


“Simon Gorde is no more a Wolf than yourself, my good man,” said Fauchon, offended that such a suspicion should attach to her friend, “you are laboring under some delusion, or have been dreaming on your road; Simon does not deserve the character he bears.”


“Wife, you are wrong; the Gordes have always been of that race, and Simon inherits the Wolf’s paw.”


“Simon is too gentle, I am sure, to turn himself into a Wolf; and, unless I see him, I will not believe what you tell me.”


“Faith, then you shall see him, if you will go with me; you will then be convinced, for, beside that he told me his name, I knew the sound of his voice.”


Fauchon was not free from superstition, and might have believed this story, if told of any other than Simon; and she resolved to accompany her husband, as much from the desire of clearing Simon from the imputation, as from curiosity. It struck twelve by the clock at Aix when she took her seat among the freshly-killed provisions; but Fauchon had no fears arising from the time of night so dear to evil spirits, her only dread was to find her lover guilty.


Simon was punctual at the rendezvous, and his howlings, which could not conceal his paternal voice, sadly disconcerted Fauchon. Claude trembled in every limb, as he sought a piece of meat to throw out to Simon, who stood, holding out one enormous paw, by the Sorcerer’s Pillar.


“Oh, Claude, I shall die with fright,” cried Fauchon, “give your horse the whip, lest harm should come to us.”


“You are not alone,” growled Simon, fearing some trick, “beware how you trifle with me!”


“Be patient, my good Simon, I know better than to play tricks with you. It is only my wife I have with me.”


“Fanchon with you! Ah, it is, indeed, your pretty wife! Come, she must get down.”


“Oh, I conjure you, good wolf; let us go on our way, out time is precious, for tomorrow is market-day, and my poor wife will be frightened to death.”


“No matter; she must come down and if she does not do so voluntarily, I will murder you both!”


It was in vain that Claude Levey exhausted all his stock of prayers and lamentations to soften the determined Simon, who refused all terms of accommodation, and menaced the unlucky pair in words that curdled the blood in their veins. Fauchon, though so particularly interested in the debate, neither spoke nor moved, so much was she surprised; nor did she offer any resistance when she felt herself quickly lifted from the cart, and thrown, as by a power invincible, on a heap of stones, where she lay senseless. The butcher was no less confounded at this proceeding, and fell down upon his load, as if annihilated by some heavy blow. When he recovered, his vehicle was jumbling over the road; the horse galloping as though some witch was spurring him forward with red hot iron. Nevertheless, Claude performed his errand, sold his meat, and returned to Aix, mourning for his wife, and intending that a de profundis should be said for her.


How great, then, was his surprise to find her in bed, rather pale and weary, but without any marks of ill-usage. And he was still more surprised, when she told him that the Wolf had merely carried her into the wood of Marcaux, where he had left her. This was tolerably civil behavior for a Were-Wolf; yet Claude Lovey did not feel quite at ease on the subject. This affair irritated him against Simon, and though he feared to take any open method of punishing his enemy, he pondered over some mode of revenge that should be unattended with risk to himself. He, therefore, consulted with the Sacristan, a man whose advice was sought on all extraordinary occasions, for he was thought to possess the wisdom of Solomon.


“It is impossible,” said this wiseacre, “to kill a WereWolf. His skin is proof against firearms, but an instrument of sharp steel may wound him, or strike off a paw. There is danger, however, in striking him, if you do not fetch blood; but that done he will fly immediately.”


That same night, Claude, determined to know who, or what the creature was, who had taken his wife from him, secreted a newly-sharpened chopper in his cart, intending to use it as a means of proving the identity of Simon Gorde, for he had great faith in the advice of the Sacristan.


The wolf presented himself as usual, and enquired after Fauchon, which rendered the butcher still more resolved.


“Stop!” said Claude, stooping, as though to choose a piece of meat, “I have brought you a beautiful supper tonight. Here, hold out your paw, and do not be unmindful of my bounty.”


“I shall not forget it,” replied Simon; who, not mistrusting the man, whose wife and whose viands he had no scruple in appropriating, placed his extended paw on the side of the cart; but instead of a lump of beef or mutton, Claude drew forth the chopper, and, with one stroke cut off the paw placed ready as a block. The Were-Wolf moaned with anguish, and disappeared quickly in the darkness of the night.


The following morning, the butcher, grinning and laughing, approached the bed of his wife, and unfolding a napkin, presented to her view an amputated hand, partly concealed by a piece of Wolf’s skin. Fauchon screamed, and, rising hastily, dressed herself, while her husband, with a savage joy, exhibited the hand, and said, “Ah! the Sacristan advised me well; the Were-Wolf is now recognizable, and I shall no longer fear his artifices.”


•   •   •   •   •


Simon Gorde was still in bed, though it was near noon; the clothes were stained with blood, as was the floor of the cabin. His face was ashy pale, and expressed as much grief as pain. Tears stood under his eyelids, and he listened to the sounds without attentively and anxiously. Footsteps approached rapidly; the door quickly opened, and a woman, pale and tearful, threw herself on the couch of Simon. She threw her arms around him, uttering lamentations and curses, and drew from beneath the coverlet an arm enveloped in wrappers steeped in blood. At this horrid sight, the woman execrated the executioner, and mingled her regrets with the suffering victim. These outpourings of love and desolation were suddenly interrupted by a knocking at the door. Fauchon went to reconnoiter, by the window, who it might be that would venture to visit the hut of a Were-Wolf, and raised her hands and eyes, as though utterly in despair. As a second knock shook the door, she exclaimed, “It is my husband; how can I escape? where can I hide myself? No! I will not hide myself, for if Claude comes to complete his horrid work, I will defend you, or we will die together.”


Fauchon crept under the bed-clothes, at the suggestion of Simon, and clung to him trembling with alarm. He fixed his eyes on a weapon of defense, but did not raise himself in the bed.


“Good day, Simon Gorde,” said Claude, as he entered, holding a napkin tied up, “I come to offer you a job of work. I have some vines to dress, and we know you are handy at such matters.”


“I am not well,” replied Simon, endeavoring to stifle his anger, “I am not in a state to work—”


“Ill — gossip; what sick — with idleness I suppose. Where lies your malady? Let me feel your pulse.” Simon colored, and hesitated for an instant whether to comply with this demand, which he could not fail to understand; but, fearing to expose Fauchon, he presented his left hand stained with blood. “Not that hand, Simon, — the other. What — have you lost the other hand?”


Simon changed from deep red to the paleness of death; he answered not, nor gave any sign of complying with a desire so cruel in its pretext. Claude enjoyed the evident embarrassment of the unfortunate young man; already was he disposed to satisfy himself, by drawing forth the other arm; already had he begun to untie the napkin, for one hand only lay on the outside of the bed, and Simon thought not of withdrawing it.


“Why do you show me that hand?” said Claude, who thought he had arrived at the conviction he had expected, “do you wish it chopped off? Come, Sir Wolf, you shall now obey me — I will see the right hand.”


“Here it is!” said a stifled voice; and Claude Lovey, astonished and terrified, saw a second hand, whole and sound, extended towards him in a threatening attitude. He drew back, stammered, and cried out for mercy, as, crossing himself, he rushed, half-crazed, from a house, which seemed protected by the devil.


He left the amputated hand behind him; which, however, became to him a vision of torment not to be exorcised by all the arts of the Sacristan. “Ah! that hand; — to whom can it belong? — is it the hand of a Were-Wolf or a demon. Certainly Simon Gorde is innocent, for I saw both his hands: there must be sorcery in it.”


On the morrow, the first object that met his eye, on entering his shop, was the hand that he had left in the cabin of Simon Gorde. It was denuded of its Wolf’s clothing, and lay among the joints of meat on the board. He did not dare to touch this hand, which he thought enchanted, but caused it to be thrown into a well, where he hoped it would remain out of his sight. But again did it appear on his stall, and he had it buried in his garden, without being able to get rid of it — for it came once more to infect the air of his shop, and fill him with remorse for the part he had acted.


At length, hoping that sepulture in consecrated ground would appease the spirit of the hand, he conveyed it secretly to the cemetery of Valentigny; but there was no peace on earth for Claude Lovey, he found the hand one morning nailed to the shutter of his shop. This was too much for man to bear; this silent proof of his fault, and its constant reproach deprived him, not only of rest, but impaired his senses. He tore the offensive member from the place where it was fixed, and, without taking leave of his wife, quitted Aix forever. Not long after his body was found floating on the neighboring river, swollen and livid. His hands were contracted, grasping, in death, the unconscious instrument of his punishment — the Hand of the Were-Wolf.


Little more than a year after this, the pretty widow of Claude Lovey installed Simon Gorde of Ryans into her shop as its master, having united herself to him in marriage. Whether she improved her fortunes or her respectability by this marriage is questionable. The sacristan shrugged his shoulders, and the want of the right hand could not be concealed.


But who shall account for the fancies, the infatuation, the devotion of woman. Alas for love! Certes he is too often mentally blind; since the want of worth, intellect, or good dispositions is not always sufficient to overbalance some advantage of person, fortune, or birth. Love enters more frequently by the eye, than through the understanding.
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It was on a fine bright summer’s morning, in the year 1596, that two young girls were seen sitting at the door of a pretty cottage, in a small village that lay buried amidst the mountains of Auvergne. The house belonged to Ludovique Thierry, a tolerably prosperous builder; one of the girls was his daughter Manon, and the other his niece, Françoise, the daughter of his brother-in-law, Michael Thilouze, a physician.


The mother of Françoise had been some years dead, and Michael, a strange old man, learned in all the mystical lore of the middle ages, had educated his daughter after his own fancy; teaching her some things useless and futile, but others beautiful and true. He not only instructed her to glean information from books, but he led her into the fields, taught her to name each herb and flower, making her acquainted with their properties; and, directing her attention “to the brave o’erhanging firmament,” he had told her all that was known of the golden spheres that were rolling above her head.


But Michael was also an alchemist, and he had for years been wasting his health in nightly vigils over crucibles, and his means in expensive experiments; and now, alas! he was nearly seventy years of age, and his lovely Françoise seventeen, and neither the elixir vitae nor the philosopher’s stone had yet rewarded his labors. It was just at this crisis, when his means were failing and his hopes expiring, that he received a letter from Paris, informing him that the grand secret was at length discovered by an Italian, who had lately arrived there. Upon this intelligence, Michael thought the most prudent thing he could do was to waste no more time and money by groping in the dark himself, but to have recourse to the fountain of light at once; so sending Françoise to spend the interval with her cousin Manon, he himself started for Paris to visit the successful philosopher. Although she sincerely loved her father, the change was by no means unpleasant to Françoise. The village of Loques, in which Manon resided, humble as it was, was yet more cheerful than the lonely dwelling of the physician; and the conversation of the young girl more amusing than the dreamy speculations of the old alchemist. Manon, too, was rather a gainer by her cousin’s arrival; for as she held her head a little high, on account of her father being the richest man in the village, she was somewhat nice about admitting the neighboring damsels to her intimacy; and a visitor so unexceptionable as Françoise was by no means unwelcome. Thus both parties were pleased, and the young girls were anticipating a couple of months of pleasant companionship at the moment we have introduced them to our readers, seated at the front of the cottage.


“The heat of the sun is insupportable, Manon,” said Françoise; “I really must go in.”


“Do,” said Manon.


“But won’t you come in too?” asked Françoise.


“No, I don’t mind the heat,” replied the other.


Françoise took up her work and entered the house, but as Manon still remained without, the desire for conversation soon overcame the fear of the heat, and she approached the door again, where, standing partly in the shade, she could continue to discourse. As nobody appeared disposed to brave the heat but Manon, the little street was both empty and silent, so that the sound of a horse’s foot crossing the drawbridge, which stood at the entrance of the village, was heard some time before the animal or his rider were in sight. Françoise put out her head to look in the direction of the sound, and, seeing no one, drew it in again; whilst Manon, after casting an almost imperceptible glance the same way, hung hers over her work, as if very intent on what she was doing; but could Françoise have seen her cousin’s face, the blush that first overspread it, and the paleness that succeeded, might have awakened a suspicion that Manon was not exposing her complexion to the sun for nothing.


When the horse drew near, the rider was seen to be a gay and handsome cavalier, attired in the perfection of fashion, whilst the rich embroidery of the small cloak that gracefully over his left shoulder, sparkling in the sun, testified no less than his distinguished air to his high rank and condition. Françoise, who had never seen anything so bright and beautiful before, was so entirely absorbed in contemplating the pleasing spectacle, that forgetting to be shy or to hide her own pretty face, she continued to gaze on him as he approached with dilated eyes and lips apart, wholly unconscious that the surprise was mutual. It was not till she saw him lift his bonnet from his head, and, with a reverential bow, do homage to her charms, that her eye fell and the blood rushed to her young cheek. Involuntarily, she made a step backwards into the passage; but when the horse and his rider had passed the door, she almost as involuntarily resumed her position, and protruded her head to look after him. He too had turned round on his horse and was “riding with his eyes behind,” and the moment he beheld her he lifted his bonnet again, and then rode slowly forward.


“Upon my word, Mam’selle Françoise,” said Manon, with flushed cheeks and angry eyes, “this is rather remarkable, I think! I was not aware of your acquaintance with Monsieur de Vardes!”


“With whom?” said Françoise. “Is that Monsieur de Vardes?”


“To be sure it is,” replied Manon; “do you pretend to say you did not know it?”


“Indeed, I did not,” answered Françoise. “I never saw him in my life before.”


“Oh, I dare say,” responded Manon, with an incredulous laugh. “Do you suppose I’m such a fool as to believe you?”


“What nonsense, Manon! How should I know Monsieur de Vardes? But do tell me about him. Does he live at the Chateau?”


“He has been living there lately,” replied Manon, sulkily.


“And where did he live before?” inquired Françoise.


“He has been traveling, I believe,” said Manon.


This was true. Victor de Vardes had been making the tour of Europe, visiting foreign courts, jousting in tournaments, and winning fair ladies’ hearts, and was but now returned to inhabit his father’s chateau; who, thinking it high time he should be married, had summoned him home for the purpose of paying his addresses to Clemence de Montmorenci, one of the richest heiresses in France.


Victor, who had left home very young, had been what is commonly called in love a dozen times, but his heart had reality never been touched. His loves had been mere boyish fancies, “dead ere they were born,” one putting out the fire of another before it had had time to hurt himself or anybody else; so that when he heard that he was to marry Clemence de Montmorenci, he felt no aversion to the match, and prepared himself to obey his father’s behest without a murmur. On being introduced to the lady, he was by no means struck with her. She appeared amiable, sensible, and gentle; but she was decidedly plain, and dressed ill. Victor felt no disposition whatever to love her; but, on the other hand, he had no dislike to her; and as his heart was unoccupied, he expressed himself perfectly ready to comply with the wishes of his family and hers, by whom this alliance had been arranged from motives of mutual interest and accommodation.


So he commenced his course of love; which consisted in riding daily to the chateau of his intended father-in-law, where, if there was company, and he found amusement, he frequently remained great part of the morning. Now, it happened that his road lay through the village of Loques, where Manon lived, and happening one day to see her at the door, with the gallantry of a gay cavalier, he had saluted her. Manon, who was fully as vain as she was pretty, liked this homage to her beauty so well that she thereafter never neglected an opportunity of throwing herself in the way of enjoying it; and the salutation thus accidentally begun had, from almost daily repetition, ripened into a sort of silent flirtation. The young count smiled, she blushed and half smiled too; and whilst he in reality thought nothing about her, she had brought herself to believe he was actually in love with her, and that it was for her sake he so often appeared riding past her door.


But, on the present occasion, the sight of Françoise’s beautiful face had startled the young man out of his good manners. It is difficult to say why a gentleman, who looks upon the features of one pretty girl with indifference, should be “frightened from his propriety” by the sight of another, in whom the world in general see nothing superior; but such is the case, and so it was with Victor. His heart seemed taken by storm; he could not drive the beautiful features from his brain; and although he laughed at himself for being thus enslaved by a low-born beauty, he could not laugh himself out of the impatience he felt to mount his horse and ride back again in the hope of once more beholding her. But this time Manon alone was visible; and although he lingered, and allowed his eyes to wander over the house and glance in at the windows, no vestige of the lovely vision could he descry.


“Perhaps she did not live there — she was probably but were not ‘by the world forgot.’ From the day of Victor’s a visitor to the other girl?” He would have given the world to ask the question of Manon; but he had never spoken to her, and to commence with such an interrogation was impossible, at least Victor felt it so, for his consciousness already made him shrink from betraying the motives of the inquiry. So he saluted Manon and rode on; but the wandering anxious eyes, the relaxed pace, and the cold salutation, were not lost upon her. Besides, he had returned from the Chateau de Montmorenci before the usual time, and the mortified damsel did not fail to discern the motive of this deviation from his habits.


Manon was such a woman as you might live with well enough as long as you steered clear of her vanity, but once come in collision with that, the strongest passion of her nature, and you aroused a latent venom that was sure to make you smart. Without having ever “vowed eternal friendship,” or pretending to any remarkable affection, the girls had been hitherto very good friends. Manon was aware that Françoise was possessed of a great deal of knowledge of which she was utterly destitute; but as she did not value the knowledge, and had not the slightest conception of what it was worth, she was not mortified by the want of it nor envious of the advantage; she did not consider that it was one. But in the matter of beauty the case was different. She had always persuaded herself that she was much the handsomer of the two. She had black shining hair and dark flashing eyes; and she honestly thought the soft blue eyes and auburn hair of her cousin tame and ineffective.


But the too evident amazement of the young count had shown her a rival where she had not suspected one, and her vexation was as great as her surprise. Then she was so puzzled what to do. If she abstained from sitting at the door herself, she should not see Monsieur de Vardes, and if she did sit there her cousin would assuredly do the same. It was extremely perplexing; but Françoise settled the question by seating herself at the door of her own accord. Seeing this, Manon came too to watch her, but she was sulky and snappish, and when Victor not only distinguished Françoise as before, but took an opportunity of alighting from his horse to tighten his girths, just opposite the door, she could scarcely control her passion.


It would be tedious to detail how, for the two months that ensued, this sort of silent courtship was carried on. Suffice it to say, that by the end of Françoise’s visit to Loques she was in complete possession of Victor’s heart, and he of hers, although they had never spoken a word to each other; and when she was summoned home to Cabanis to meet her father, she was completely divided betwixt the joy of once more seeing the dear old man and the grief of losing, as she supposed, all chance of beholding again the first love of her young heart.


But here her fears deceived her. Victor’s passion had by this time overcome his diffidence, and he had contrived learn all he required to know about her from the blacksmith of the village, one day when his horse very opportunely lost a shoe; and as Cabanis was not a great way from the Chateau de Montmorenci, he took an early opportunity of calling on the old physician, under pretense of needing his advice. At first he did not succeed in seeing Françoise, but perseverance brought him better success; and when they became acquainted, he was as much charmed and surprised by the cultivation of her mind as he had been by the beauty of her person. It was not difficult for Victor to win the heart of the alchemist, for the young man really felt, without having occasion to feign, an interest and curiosity with respect to the occult researches so prevalent at that period; and thus, gradually, larger and larger portions of his time were subtracted from the Chateau de Montmorenci to be spent at the physician’s. Then, in the green glades of that wide domain which extended many miles around, Victor and Françoise strolled together arm in arm; he vowing eternal affection, and declaring that this rich inheritance of the Montmorenci should never tempt him to forswear his love.


But though thus happy, “the world forgetting,” they were not “by the world forgot.” From the day of Victor’s first salutation to Françoise, Manon had become her implacable enemy. Her pride made her conceal as much as possible the cause of her aversion; and Françoise, who learned from herself that she had no acquaintance with Victor, hardly knew how to attribute her daily increasing coldness to jealousy. But by the time they parted the alienation was complete, and as, after Françoise went home, all communication ceased between them, it was some time before Manon heard of Victor’s visits to Cabanis. But this blissful ignorance was not destined to continue. There was a young man in the service of the Montmorenci family called Jacques Renard; he was a great favorite with the marquis, who had undertaken to provide for him, when in his early years he was left destitute by the death his parents, who were old tenants on the estate. Jacques, filling the office of private secretary to his patron, was extremely in love with the alchemist’s daughter; and Françoise, who had seen too little of the world to have much discrimination, had not wholly discouraged his advances. Her heart, in fact, was quite untouched; but very young girls do not know their own hearts; and when Françoise became acquainted with Victor de Vardes, she first learned what love is, and made the discovery that she entertained no such sentiment for Jacques Renard. The small encouragement she had given him was therefore withdrawn, to the extreme mortification of the disappointed suitor, who naturally suspected a rival, and was extremely curious to learn who that rival could be; nor was it long before he obtained the information he desired.


Though Françoise and her lover cautiously kept far shown her a rival where she had not suspected one, and away from that part of the estate which was likely to be her vexation was as great as her surprise. Then she was frequented by the Montmorenci family, and thus avoided any inconvenient encounter with them, they could not with equal success elude the watchfulness of the foresters attached to the domain; and some time before the heiress or Manon suspected how Victor was passing his time, these men were well aware of the hours the young people spent together, either in the woods or at the alchemist’s house, which was on their borders. Now the chief forester, Pierre Bloui, was a suitor for Manon’s hand. He was an excellent huntsman, but being a weak, ignorant, ill-mannered fellow, she had a great contempt for him, and had repeatedly declined his proposals. But Pierre, whose dullness rendered his sensibilities little acute, had never been reduced to despair. He knew that his situation rendered him, in a pecuniary point of view, an excellent match, and that old Thierry, Manon’s father, was his friend; so he persevered in his attentions, and seldom came into Loques without paying her a visit. It was from him she first learned what was going on at Cabanis.


“Ay,” said Pierre, who had not the slightest suspicion of the jealous feelings he was exciting; “ay, there’ll be a precious blow up by and by, when it comes to the ears of the family! What will the Marquis and the old Count de Vardes say, when they find that, instead of making love to Mam’selle Clemence, he spends all his time with Françoise Thilouze?”


“But is not Mam’selle Clemence angry already that he is not more with her?” inquired Manon.


“I don’t know,” replied Pierre; “but that’s what I was thinking of asking Jacques Renard, the first time he comes shooting with me.”


“I’m sure I would not put up with it if I were she!” exclaimed Manon, with a toss of the head; “and I think you would do very right to mention it to Jacques Renard. Besides, it can come to no good for Françoise; for of course the count would never think of marrying her.”


“I don’t know that,” answered Pierre; “Margot, their maid, told me another story.”


“You don’t mean that the count is going to marry Françoise Thilouze!” exclaimed Manon, with unfeigned astonishment.


“Margot says he is,” answered Pierre.


“Well, then, all I can say is,” cried Manon, her face crimsoning with passion “all I can say is, that they must have bewitched him, between them; she and that old conjuror, my uncle!”


“Well, I should not wonder,” said Pierre. “I’ve often thought old Michael knew more than he should do.”


Now, Manon in reality entertained no such idea, but under the influence of the evil passions that were raging within her at the moment, she nodded her head as significantly as if she were thoroughly convinced of the fact — in short, as if she knew more than she chose to say; and thus sent away the weak superstitious Pierre possessed with a notion that he lost no time in communicating to his brother huntsmen; nor was it long before Victor’s attentions to Françoise were made known to Jacques Renard, accompanied with certain suggestions, that Michael Thilouze and his daughter were perhaps what the Scotch call, no canny; a persuasion that the foresters themselves found little difficulty in admitting.


In the meanwhile, Clemence de Montmorenci had not been unconscious of Victor’s daily declining attentions. He had certainly never pressed his suit with great earnestness; but now he did not press it at all. Never was so lax a lover! But as the alliance was one planned by the parents of the young people, not by the election of their own hearts, she contemplated his alienation with more surprise than pain. The elder members of the two families, however, were far from equally indifferent; and when they learned from the irritated, jealous Jacques Renard the cause of the dereliction, their indignation knew no bounds. It was particularly desirable that the estates of Montmorenci and De Vardes should be united, and that the lowly Françoise Thilouze, the daughter of a poor physician, who probably did not know who his grandfather was, should step in to the place designed for the heiress of a hundred quarterings, and mingle her blood with the pure stream that flowed through the veins of the proud De Vardes, was a thing not to be endured. The strongest expostulations and representations were first tried with Victor, but in vain. “He was in love, and pleased with ruin.” These failing, other measures must be resorted to; and as in those days, pride of blood, contempt for the rights of the people, ignorance, and superstition, were at their climax, there was little scruple as to the means, so that the end was accomplished.


It is highly probable that these great people themselves believed in witchcraft; the learned, as well as the ignorant, believed in it at that period; and so unaccountable a perversion of the senses as Victor’s admiration of Françoise naturally appeared to persons who could discern no merit unadorned by rank, would seem to justify the worst suspicions; so that when Jacques hinted the notion prevailing amongst the foresters with respect to old Michael and his daughter, the idea was seized on with avidity. Whether Jacques believed in his own allegation it is difficult to say; most likely not; but it gratified his spite and served his turn; and his little scrupulous nature sought no further. The marquis shook his head ominously, looked very dignified and very grave, said that the thing must be investigated, and desired that the foresters, and those who had the best opportunities for observation, should keep an attentive eye on the alchemist and his daughter, and endeavor to obtain some proof of their malpractices, whilst he considered what was best to be done in such an emergency.


The wishes and opinions of the great have at all times a strange omnipotence; and this influence in 1588 was a great deal more potential than it is now. No sooner was it known that the Marquis de Montmorenci and the Count de Vardes entertained an ill will against Michael and Françoise, than everybody became suddenly aware of their delinquency, and proofs of it poured in from all quarters. Amongst other stories, there was one which sprung from nobody knew where — probably from some hasty word, or slight coincidence, which flew like wildfire amongst the people, and caused an immense sensation. It was asserted that the Montmorenci huntsmen had frequently met Victor and Françoise walking together, in remote parts of the domain; but that when they drew near, she suddenly changed herself into a wolf and ran off. It was a favorite trick of witches to transform themselves into wolves, cats, and hares, and weir-wolves were the terror of the rustics: and as just at that period there happened to be one particularly large wolf, that had almost miraculously escaped the forester’s guns, she was fixed upon as the representative of the metamorphosed Françoise.


Whilst this storm had been brewing, the old man, absorbed in his studies, which had received a fresh impetus from his late journey to Paris, and the young girl, wrapt in the entrancing pleasures of a first love, remained wholly unconscious of the dangers that were gathering around them. Margot, the maid, had indeed not only heard, but had felt the effects of the rising prejudice against her employers. When she went to Loques for her weekly marketings, she found herself coldly received by some of her old familiars; whilst by those more friendly, she was seriously advised to separate her fortunes from that of persons addicted to such unholy arts. But Margot, who had nursed Françoise in her infancy, was deaf to their insinuations. She knew what they said was false; and feeling assured that if the young count married her mistress, the calumny would soon die away, she did not choose to disturb the peace of the family, and the smooth current of the courtship, by communicating those disagreeable rumors.


In the mean time, Pierre Bloui, who potently believed “the mischief that himself had made,” was extremely eager to play some distinguished part in the drama of witch-finding. He knew that he should obtain the favor of his employers if he could bring about the conviction of Françoise; and he also thought that he should gratify his mistress. The source of her enmity he did not know, nor care to inquire; but enmity he perceived there was; and he concluded that the destruction of the object of it would be an agreeable sacrifice to the offended Manon. Moreover, he had no compunction, for the conscience of his superiors was his conscience; and Jacques Renard had so entirely confirmed his belief in the witch story, that his superstitious terrors, as well as his interests, prompted him to take an active part in the affair. Still he felt some reluctance to shoot the wolf, even could he succeed in so doing, from the thorough conviction that it was in reality not a wolf, but a human being he would be aiming at; but he thought if he could entrap her, it would not only save his own feelings, but answer the purpose much better; and accordingly he placed numerous snares, well baited, in that part of the domain most frequented by the lovers; and expected every day, when he visited them, to find Françoise, either in one shape or the other, fast by the leg. He was for some time disappointed; but at length he found in one of the traps, not the wolf or Françoise, but a wolf’s foot. An animal had evidently been caught, and in the violence of its struggles for freedom had left its foot behind it. Pierre carried away the foot and baited his trap again.


About a week had elapsed since the occurrence of this circumstance, when one of the servants of the chateau, having met with a slight accident, went to the apothecary’s at Loques, for the purpose of purchasing some medicaments; and there met Margot, who had arrived from Cabanis for the same purpose. Mam’selle Françoise, it appeared, had so seriously hurt one of her hands, that her father had been under the necessity of amputating it. As all gossip about the Thilouze family was just then very acceptable at home, the man did not fail to relate what he had heard; and the news, ere long, reached the ears of Pierre Bloui.


It would have been difficult to decide whether horror or triumph prevailed in the countenance of the astonished huntsman at this communication. His face first flushed with joy, and then became pale with affright. It was thus all true! The thing was clear, and he the man destined to produce the proof! It had been Françoise that was caught in the trap; and she had released herself at the expense of one of her hands, which, divided from herself, was no longer under the power of her incantations; and had therefore retained the form she had given it, when she resumed her own.


Here was a discovery! Pierre Bloui actually felt himself so overwhelmed by its magnitude, that he was obliged to swallow a glass of cognac to restore his equilibrium, before he could present himself before Jacques Renard to detail this stupendous mystery and exhibit the wolf’s foot.


How much Jacques Renard, or the marquis, when he heard it, believed of this strange story, can never be known. Certain it is, however, that within a few hours after this communication had been made to them, the commissaire du quartier, followed by a mob from Loques, arrived at Cabanis, and straightway carried away Michael Thilouze and his daughter, on a charge of witchcraft. The influence of their powerful enemies hurried on the judicial process, by courtesy called a trial, where the advantages were all on one side, and the disadvantages all on the other, and poor, terrified, and unaided, the physician and his daughter were, with little delay, found guilty, and condemned to die at the stake. In vain they pleaded their innocence; the wolf’s foot was produced in court, and, combined with the circumstance that Françoise Thilouze had really lost her left hand, was considered evidence incontrovertible.


But where was her lover the while? Alas, he was in Paris, where, shortly before these late events, his father had on some pretext sent him; the real object being to remove him from the neighborhood of Cabanis.


Now, when Manon saw the fruits of her folly and spite, she became extremely sorry for what she had done, for she knew very well that it was with herself the report had originated. But though powerful to harm, she was weak to save. When she found that her uncle and cousin were to lose their lives and die a dreadful death on account of the idle words dropped from her own foolish tongue, her remorse became agonizing. But what could she do? Where look for assistance? Nowhere, unless in Victor de Vardes, and he was far away. She had no jealousy now; glad, glad would she have been, to be preparing to witness her cousin’s wedding instead of her execution! But those were not the days of fleet posts — if they had been, Manon would have doubtless known how to write. As it was, she could neither write a letter to the count, nor have sent it when written. And yet, in Victor lay her only hope. In this strait she summoned Pierre Bloui, and asked him if he would go to Paris for her, and inform the young count of the impending misfortune. But it was not easy to persuade Pierre to so rash an enterprise. He was afraid of bringing himself into trouble with the Montmorencis. But Manon’s heart was in the cause. She represented to him, that if he lost one employer he would get another, for that the young count would assuredly become his best friend; and when she found that this was not enough to win him to her purpose, she bravely resolved to sacrifice herself to save her friends.


“If you will hasten to Paris,” she said, “stopping neither night nor day, and tell Monsieur de Vardes of the danger my uncle and cousin are in, when you come back I will marry you.”


The bribe succeeded, and Pierre consented to go, owning that he was the more willing to do so, because he had privately changed his own opinion with respect to the guilt of the accused parties. “For,” said he, “I saw the wolf last night under the chestnut trees, and as she was very lame, I could have shot her, but I feared my lord and lady would be displeased.”


“Then, how can you be foolish enough to think it’s my cousin,” said Manon, “when you know she is in prison?”


“That’s what I said to Jacques Renard,” replied Pierre; “but he bade me not meddle with what did not concern me.”


In fine, love and conscience triumphed over fear and servility, and as soon as the sun set behind the hills, Pierre Bloui started for Paris.


How eagerly now did Manon reckon the days and hours that were to elapse before Victor could arrive. She had so imperfect an idea of the distance to be traversed, that after the third day she began hourly to expect him; but sun after sun rose and set, and no Victor appeared; and in the mean time, before the very windows of the house she dwelt in, she beheld preparations making day by day for the fatal ceremony. From early morn to dewy eve, the voices of the workmen, the hammering of the scaffolding, and the hum of the curious and excited spectators, who watched its progress, resounded in the ears of the unhappy Manon; for a witch-burning was a sort of auto da fe, like the burning of a heretic, and was anticipated as a grand spectacle, alike pleasing to gods and men, especially in the little town of Loques, where exciting scenes of any kind were very rare.


Thus time crept on, and still no signs of rescue; whilst the anguish and remorse of the repentant sinner became unbearable.


Now, Manon was not only a girl of strong passions but of a fearless spirit. Indeed the latter was somewhat the offspring of the former; for when her feelings were excited, not only justice and charity, as we have seen, were apt to be forgotten, but personal danger and feminine fears were equally overlooked in the tempest that assailed her. On the present occasion, her better feelings were in full activity. Her whole nature was aroused, self was not thought of, and to save the lives she had endangered by her folly, she would have gladly laid down her own. “For why live,” thought she, “if my uncle and cousin die? I can never be happy again; besides, I must keep my promise and marry Pierre Bloui; and I had better lose my life in trying to expiate my fault than live to be miserable.”


Manon had a brother called Alexis, who was now at the wars; often and often, in this great strait, she had wished him at home; for she knew that he would have undertaken the mission to Paris for her, and so have saved her the sacrifice she had made in order to win Pierre to purpose. Now, when Alexis lived at home, and the feuds between the king and the grand seigneurs had brought the battle to the very doors of the peasants of Auvergne, Manon had many a time braved danger in order to bring this much loved brother refreshments on his night watch; and he had, moreover, as an accomplishment which might be sometime needed for her own defense, taught her to carry a gun and shoot at a mark. In those days of civil broil and bloodshed, country maidens were not infrequently adepts in such exercises. This acquirement she now determined to make available; and when the eve of the day appointed for the execution arrived without any tidings from Paris, she prepared to put her plan in practice. This was no other than to shoot the wolf herself, and, by producing it, to prove the falsity of the accusation. For this purpose, she provided herself with a young pig, which she slung in a sack over her shoulder, and her brother’s gun on the other, and disguised in his habiliments, when the shadows of twilight fell upon the earth, the brave girl went forth into the forest on her bold enterprise alone.


She knew that the moon would rise ere she reached her destination, and on this she reckoned for success. With a beating heart she traversed the broad glades, and crept through the narrow paths that intersected the wide woods till she reached the chestnut avenue where Pierre said he had seen the lame wolf. She was aware that old or disabled animals, who are rendered unfit to hunt their prey, will be attracted a long distance by the scent of food; so having hung her sack with the pig in it to the lower branch of a tree, she herself ascended another close to it, and then presenting the muzzle of her gun straight in the direction of the bag, she sat still as a statue; and there, for the present, we must leave her, whilst we take a peep into the prison of Loques, and see how the unfortunate victims of malice and superstition are supporting their captivity and prospect of approaching death.


Poor Michael Thilouze and his daughter had had a rude awakening from the joyous dreams in which they had both been wrapt. The old man’s journey to Paris had led to what he believed would prove the most glorious results. It was true that report had as usual exaggerated the success of his fellow-laborer there. The Italian Alascor had not actually found the philosopher’s stone — but he was on the eve of finding it — one single obstacle stood in his way, and had for a considerable time arrested his progress; and as he was an old man, worn out by anxious thought and unremitting labor, who could scarcely hope to enjoy his own discovery, he consented to disclose to Michael not only all he knew, but also what was the insurmountable difficulty that had delayed his triumph. This precious stone, he had ascertained, which was not only to ensure to the fortunate possessor illimitable wealth, but perennial youth, could not be procured without the aid of a virgin, innocent, perfect, and pure; and, moreover, capable of inviolably keeping the secret which must necessarily be imparted to her.


“Now,” said the Italian, “virgins are to be had in plenty; but the second condition I find it impossible to fulfill; for they invariably confide what I tell them to some friend or lover; and thus the whole process becomes vitiated, and I am arrested on the very threshold of success.”


Great was the joy of Michael on hearing this; for he well knew that Françoise, his pure, innocent, beautiful Françoise, could keep a secret; he had often had occasion to prove her fidelity; so bidding the Italian keep himself alive but for a little space, when he, in gratitude for what he had taught him, would return with the long sought for treasure, and restore him to health, wealth, and vigorous youth, the glad old man hurried back to Cabanis, and “set himself about it like the sea.”


It was in performing the operation required of her that Françoise had so injured her hand that amputation had become unavoidable; and great as had been the joy of Michael was now his grief. Not only had his beloved daughter lost her hand, but the hopes he had built on her co-operation were forever annihilated; maimed and dismembered, she was no longer eligible to assist in the sublime process. But how much greater was his despair, when he learned the suspicions to which this strange coincidence had subjected her, and beheld the innocent, and till now happy girl, led by his side to a dungeon. For himself he cared nothing; for her everything. He was old and disappointed, and to die was little to him — but his Françoise, his young and beautiful Françoise, cut off in her bloom of years, and by so cruel and ignominious a death! And here they were in prison alone, helpless and forsaken! Absorbed in his studies, the poor physician had lived a solitary life; and his daughter, holding a rank a little above the peasantry and below the gentry, had had no companion but Manon, and she was now her bitterest foe; this at least they were told.


How sadly and slowly, and yet how much too fleetly, passed the days that were to intervene betwixt the sentence and the execution. And where was Victor? Where were his vows of love and eternal faith? All, all forgotten. So thought Françoise, who, ignorant of his absence from the Chateau de Vardes, supposed him well acquainted with her distress.


Thus believing themselves abandoned by the world, the poor father and daughter, in tears, and prayers, and attempts at mutual consolation, spent this sad interval, till at length the morning dawned that was to witness the accomplishment of their dreadful fate. During the preceding night old Michael had never closed his eyes; but Françoise had fallen asleep shortly before sunrise, and was dreaming that it was her wedding day; and that, followed by the cheers of the villagers, Victor, the still beloved Victor, was leading her to the altar. The cheers awoke her, and with the smile of joy still upon her lips, she turned her face to her father. He was stretched upon the floor overcome by a burst of uncontrollable anguish at the sounds that had aroused her from her slumbers; for the sounds were real. The voices of the populace, crowding in from the adjacent country and villages to witness the spectacle, had pierced the thick walls of the prison and reached the ears and the hearts of the captives. Whilst the old man threw himself at her feet, and, pouring blessings on her fair young head, besought her pardon, Françoise almost forgot her own misery in his; and when the assistants came to lead them forth to execution, she not only exhorted him to patience, but supported with her arm the feeble frame that, wasted by age and grief, could furnish but little fuel for the flames that awaited them.


Nobody would have imagined that in this thinly peopled neighborhood so many persons could have been brought together as were assembled in the market-place of Loques to witness the deaths of Michael Thilouze and his daughter. A scaffolding had been erected all round the square for the spectators — that designed for the gentry being adorned with tapestry and garlands of flowers. There sat, amongst others, the families of Montmorenci and De Vardes — all except the Lady Clemence, whose heart recoiled from beholding the death of her rival; although, no more enlightened than her age, she did not doubt the justice of the sentence that had condemned her. In the center of the area was a pile of faggots, and near it stood the assistant executioners and several members of the church — priests and friars in their robes of black and gray.


The prisoners, accompanied by a procession which was headed by the judge and terminated by the chief executioner of the law, were first marched round the square several times, in order that the whole of the assembly might be gratified with the sight of them; and then being placed in front of the pile, the bishop of the district, who attended in his full canonicals, commenced a mass for the souls of the unhappy persons about to depart this life under such painful circumstances, after which he pronounced a somewhat lengthy oration on the enormity of their crime, ending with an exhortation to confession and repentance.


These, which constituted the whole of the preliminary ceremonies, being concluded, and the judge having read the sentence, to the effect, that, being found guilty of abominable and devilish magic arts, Michael and Françoise Thilouze were condemned to be burnt, especially for that the said Françoise, by her own arts, and those of her father, had bewitched the Count Victor de Vardes, and had sundry times visibly transformed herself into the shape of a wolf, and being caught in a trap, had thereby lost her hand, &c., the prisoners were delivered to the executioner, who prepared to bind them previously to their being placed on the pile. Then Michael fell upon his knees, and crying aloud to the multitude, besought them to spare his daughter, and to let him die alone; and the hearts of some amongst the people were moved. But from that part of the area where the nobility were seated, there issued a voice of authority, bidding the executioner proceed; so the old man and the young girl were placed upon the pile, and the assistants, with torches in their hands, drew near to set it alight, when a murmur arose from afar, then a hum of voices, a movement in the assembled crowd, which began to sway to and fro like the swing of vast waters.


Then there was a cry of “Make way: make way! open a path! let her advance!” and the crowd divided, and a path was opened, and there came forward, slowly and with difficulty, pale, disheveled, with clothes torn and stained with blood, Manon Thierry, dragging behind her a dead wolf. The crowd closed in as she advanced, and when she reached the center of the arena, there was straightway a dead silence. She stood for a moment looking around, and when she saw where the persons in authority sat, she fell upon her knees and essayed to speak; but her voice was choked by emotion, no word escaped her lips; she could only point to the wolf, and plead for mercy by her looks; where her present anguish of soul, and the danger and terror she had lately encountered, were legibly engraved.


The appeal was understood, and gradually the voices of the people rose again — there was a reaction. They who had been so eager for the spectacle, were now ready to supplicate for the victims — the young girl’s heroism had conquered their sympathies. “Pardon! Pardon!” was the cry, and a hope awoke in the hearts of the captives. But the interest of the Montmorencis was too strong for that of the populace — the nobility stood by their order, and stern voices commanded silence, and that the ceremony should proceed; and once more the assistants brandished their torches and advanced to the pile; and then Manon, exhausted with grief terror, and loss of blood, fell upon her face to the ground.


But now, again, there is a sound from afar, and all voices are hushed, and all ears are strained — it is the echo of a horse’s foot galloping over the drawbridge; it approaches; and again, like the surface of a stormy sea, the dense crowd is in motion; and then a path is opened, and a horse, covered with foam, is seen advancing, and thousands of voices burst forth into “Viva! Viva!” The air rings with acclamations. The rider was Victor de Vardes, bearing in his hand the king’s order for arrest of execution.


Pierre Bloui had faithfully performed his embassy; and the brave Henry IV., moved by the prayers and representations of the ardent lover, had hastily furnished him with a mandate commanding respite till further investigation. Kings were all-powerful in those days; and it was no sooner known that Henry was favorable to the lovers, than the harmlessness of Michael and his daughter was generally acknowledged; the production of the wolf wanting a foot being now considered as satisfactory a proof of their innocence, as the production of the foot wanting the wolf had formerly been of their guilt.


Strange human passions, subject to such excesses and to such revulsions! Michael Thilouze and his daughter happily escaped; and under the king’s countenance and protection, the young couple were married; but we need not remind such of our readers as are learned in the annals of witchcraft, how many unfortunate persons have died at the stake for crimes imputed to them, on no better evidence than this.


As for the heiress of Montmorenci, she bore her loss with considerable philosophy. She would have married the young Count de Vardes without repugnance, but he had been too cold a lover to touch her heart or occasion regret; but poor Manon was the sacrifice for her own error. What manner of contest she had had with the wolf was never known, for she never sufficiently recovered from the state of exhaustion in which she had fallen to the earth, to be able to describe what had passed. Alone she had vanquished the savage animal, alone dragged it through the forest and the village, to the market square, where every human being able to stir, for miles round, was assembled; so that all other places were wholly deserted. The wolf had been shot, but not mortally; its death had evidently been accelerated by other wounds. Manon herself was much torn and lacerated; and on the spot where the creature had apparently been slain, was found her gun, a knife, and a pool of blood, in which lay several fragments of her dress. Though unable to give any connected account of her own perilous adventure, she was conscious of the happy result of her generous devotion; and before she died received the heartfelt forgiveness and earnest thanks of her uncle and cousin, the former of whom soon followed her to the grave. Despairing now of ever succeeding in his darling object, what was the world to him! He loved his daughter tenderly, but he was possessed with an idea, which it had been the aim and hope of his life to work out. She was safe and happy, and needed him no more; and the hope being dead, life seemed to ooze out with it.


By the loss of that maiden’s hand, who can tell what we have missed: For doubtless it is the difficulty of fulfilling the last condition named by the Italian, which has been the real impediment in the way of all philosophers who have been engaged in alchemical pursuits; and we may reasonably hope, that when women shall have learned to hold their tongues, the philosopher’s stone will be discovered, and poverty and wrinkles thereafter cease to deform the earth.


For long years after these strange events, over the portcullis of the old chateau of the De Vardes, till it fell into utter ruin, might be discerned the figure of a wolf, carved in stone, wanting one of its forefeet; and underneath it the following inscription — “In perpetuam rei memoriam”. [In perpetual memory of the event]






Believed to be the first werewolf short story by a woman


——————
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A Werewolf in Auvergne

George James De Wilde

1864








I


“Good friend, if thou art going


To the pleasant chase today,


Something, I pray thee, bring me,


As thou comest back this way.”





II


The hunter, as he galloped by,


Shouted, in glad return,–


“I’ll bring the choicest quarry


In these mountains of Auvergne.”





III


It was a gallant hunting,


And lack of game was none;


And back the laden hunter


Comes with the setting sun;





IV


When, lo across his pathway


A huge she-wolf appears,


Nor waits assault, but ’gainst him


Her savage form uprears.





V


Out flew the shining cutlass,


Swift swept the shearing blade,


And the grim brute’s huge fore-paw,


Severed, on earth was laid.





VI


Away into the forest


The howling creature fled;


The laughing hunter raised his prize–


“This for my love,” he said.





VII


Into the merry city


At even-song rode he;


But at the diamond casement


There sat no fair ladie.





VIII


He rushed into her chamber,


There wan and scared she lay,


Nor with her wonted smiling


A welcome rose to say.





IX


He kneels, and from his mantle


Triumphant draws his prize,


But to his feet, with horror,


He starts, and wond’ring eyes.





X


No longer paw of wild-wolf,


Horrid with claw and hair,


But the bright hand of woman–


Her hand — is bleeding there.





XI


Shrieking, the lovely lady


Aside her mantle threw:


There was the bloody handless wrist–


She was the Loup-garou.
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The Gray Wolf

George MacDonald
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One evening-twilight in spring, a young English student, who had wandered northwards as far as the outlying fragments of Scotland called the Orkney and Shetland islands, found himself on a small island of the latter group, caught in a storm of wind and hail, which had come on suddenly. It was in vain to look about for any shelter; for not only did the storm entirely obscure the landscape, but there was nothing around him save a desert moss.


At length, however, as he walked on for mere walking’s sake, he found himself on the verge of a cliff, and saw, over the brow of it, a few feet below him, a ledge of rock, where he might find some shelter from the blast, which blew from behind. Letting himself down by his hands, he alighted upon something that crunched beneath his tread, and found the bones of many small animals scattered about in front of a little cave in the rock, offering the refuge he sought. He went in, and sat upon a stone. The storm increased in violence, and as the darkness grew he became uneasy, for he did not relish the thought of spending the night in the cave. He had parted from his companions on the opposite side of the island, and it added to his uneasiness that they must be full of apprehension about him. At last there came a lull in the storm, and the same instant he heard a footfall, stealthy and light as that of a wild beast, upon the bones at the mouth of the cave. He started up in some fear, though the least thought might have satisfied him that there could be no very dangerous animals upon the island. Before he had time to think, however, the face of a woman appeared in the opening. Eagerly the wanderer spoke. She started at the sound of his voice. He could not see her well, because she was turned towards the darkness of the cave.


“Will you tell me how to find my way across the moor to Shielness?” he asked.


“You cannot find it tonight,” she answered, in a sweet tone, and with a smile that bewitched him, revealing the whitest of teeth.


“What am I to do, then?” he asked.


“My mother will give you shelter, but that is all she has to offer.”


“And that is far more than I expected a minute ago,” he replied. “I shall be most grateful.”


She turned in silence and left the cave. The youth followed.


She was barefooted, and her pretty brown feet went catlike over the sharp stones, as she led the way down a rocky path to the shore. Her garments were scanty and torn, and her hair blew tangled in the wind. She seemed about five and twenty, lithe and small. Her long fingers kept clutching and pulling nervously at her skirts as she went. Her face was very gray in complexion, and very worn, but delicately formed, and smooth-skinned. Her thin nostrils were tremulous as eyelids, and her lips, whose curves were faultless, had no color to give sign of indwelling blood. What her eyes were like he could not see, for she had never lifted the delicate films of her eyelids.


At the foot of the cliff they came upon a little hut leaning against it, and having for its inner apartment a natural hollow within it. Smoke was spreading over the face of the rock, and the grateful odor of food gave hope to the hungry student. His guide opened the door of the cottage; he followed her in, and saw a woman bending over a fire in the middle of the floor. On the fire lay a large fish broiling. The daughter spoke a few words, and the mother turned and welcomed the stranger. She had an old and very wrinkled, but honest face, and looked troubled. She dusted the only chair in the cottage, and placed it for him by the side of the fire, opposite the one window, whence he saw a little patch of yellow sand over which the spent waves spread themselves out listlessly. Under this window there was a bench, upon which the daughter threw herself in an unusual posture, resting her chin upon her hand. A moment after the youth caught the first glimpse of her blue eyes. They were fixed upon him with a strange look of greed, amounting to craving, but as if aware that they belied or betrayed her, she dropped them instantly. The moment she veiled them, her face, notwithstanding its colorless complexion, was almost beautiful.


When the fish was ready, the old woman wiped the deal table, steadied it upon the uneven floor, and covered it with a piece of fine table-linen. She then laid the fish on a wooden platter, and invited the guest to help himself. Seeing no other provision, he pulled from his pocket a hunting knife, and divided a portion from the fish, offering it to the mother first.


“Come, my lamb,” said the old woman; and the daughter approached the table. But her nostrils and mouth quivered with disgust.


The next moment she turned and hurried from the hut.


“She doesn’t like fish,” said the old woman, “and I haven’t anything else to give her.”


“She does not seem in good health,” he rejoined.


The woman answered only with a sigh, and they ate their fish with the help of a little rye-bread. As they finished their supper, the youth heard the sound as of the pattering of a dog’s feet upon the sand close to the door; but ere he had time to look out of the window, the door opened and the young woman entered. She looked better, perhaps from having just washed her face. She drew a stool to the corner of the fire opposite him. But as she sat down, to his bewilderment, and even horror, the student spied a single drop of blood on her white skin within her torn dress. The woman brought out a jar of whiskey, put a rusty old kettle on the fire, and took her place in front of it. As soon as the water boiled, she proceeded to make some toddy in a wooden bowl.


Meantime the youth could not take his eyes off the young woman, so that at length he found himself fascinated, or rather bewitched. She kept her eyes for the most part veiled with the loveliest eyelids fringed with darkest lashes, and he gazed entranced; for the red glow of the little oil-lamp covered all the strangeness of her complexion. But as soon as he met a stolen glance out of those eyes unveiled, his soul shuddered within him. Lovely face and craving eyes alternated fascination and repulsion.


The mother placed the bowl in his hands. He drank sparingly, and passed it to the girl. She lifted it to her lips, and as she tasted — only tasted it — looked at him. He thought the drink must have been drugged and have affected his brain. Her hair smoothed itself back, and drew her forehead backwards with it; while the lower part of her face projected towards the bowl, revealing, ere she sipped, her dazzling teeth in strange prominence. But the same moment the vision vanished; she returned the vessel to her mother, and rising, hurried out of the cottage.


Then the old woman pointed to a bed of heather in one corner with a murmured apology; and the student, wearied both with the fatigues of the day and the strangeness of the night, threw himself upon it, wrapped in his cloak. The moment he lay down, the storm began afresh, and the wind blew so keenly through the crannies of the hut, that it was only by drawing his cloak over his head that he could protect himself from its currents. Unable to sleep, he lay listening to the uproar which grew in violence, till the spray was dashing against the window. At length the door opened, and the young woman came in, made up the fire, drew the bench before it, and lay down in the same strange posture, with her chin propped on her hand and elbow, and her face turned towards the youth. He moved a little; she dropped her head, and lay on her face, with her arms crossed beneath her forehead. The mother had disappeared.


Drowsiness crept over him. A movement of the bench roused him, and he fancied he saw some four-footed creature as tall as a large dog trot quietly out of the door. He was sure he felt a rush of cold wind. Gazing fixedly through the darkness, he thought he saw the eyes of the damsel encountering his, but a glow from the falling together of the remnants of the fire, revealed clearly enough that the bench was vacant. Wondering what could have made her go out in such a storm, he fell fast sleep.


In the middle of the night he felt a pain in his shoulder, came broad awake, and saw the gleaming eyes and grinning teeth of some animal close to his face. Its claws were in his shoulder, and its mouth in the act of seeking his throat. Before it had fixed its fangs, however, he had its throat in one hand, and sought his knife with the other. A terrible struggle followed; but regardless of the tearing claws, he found and opened his knife. He had made one futile stab, and was drawing it for a surer, when, with a spring of the whole body, and one wildly-contorted effort, the creature twisted its neck from his hold, and with something betwixt a scream and a howl, darted from him. Again he heard the door open; again the wind blew in upon him, and it continued blowing; a sheet of spray dashed across the floor, and over his face. He sprung from his couch and bounded to the door.


It was a wild night — dark, but for the flash of whiteness from the waves as they broke within a few yards of the cottage; the wind was raving, and the rain pouring down the air. A gruesome sound as of mingled weeping and howling came from somewhere in the dark. He turned again into the hut and closed the door, but could find no way of securing it. The lamp was nearly out, and he could not be certain whether the form of the young woman was upon the bench or not. Overcoming a strong repugnance, he approached it, and put out his hands — there was nothing there. He sat down and waited for the daylight: he dared not sleep any more.


When the day dawned at length, he went out yet again, and looked around. The morning was dim and gusty and gray. The wind had fallen, but the waves were tossing wildly. He wandered up and down the little strand, longing for more light.


At length he heard a movement in the cottage. By and by the voice of the old woman called to him from the door.


“You’re up early, sir. I doubt you didn’t sleep well.”


“Not very well,” he answered. “But where is your daughter?”


“She’s not awake yet,” said the mother. “I’m afraid I have but a poor breakfast for you. But you’ll take a dram and a bit of fish. It’s all I’ve got.”


Unwilling to hurt her, though hardly in good appetite, he sat down at the table. While they were eating, the daughter came in, but turned her face away and went to the further end of the hut. When she came forward after a minute or two, the youth saw that her hair was drenched, and her face whiter than before. She looked ill and faint, and when she raised her eyes, all their fierceness had vanished, and sadness had taken its place. Her neck was now covered with a cotton handkerchief. She was modestly attentive to and no longer shunned his gaze. He was gradually yielding to the temptation of braving another night in the hut, and seeing what would follow, when the old woman spoke.


“The weather will be broken all day, sir,” she said. “You had better be going, or your friends will leave without you.”


Ere he could answer, he saw such a beseeching glance on the face of the girl, that he hesitated, confused. Glancing at the mother, he saw the flash of wrath in her face. She rose and approached her daughter, with her hand lifted to strike her. The young woman stooped her head with a cry. He darted round the table to interpose between them. But the mother had caught hold of her; the handkerchief had fallen from her neck; and the youth saw five blue bruises on her lovely throat — the marks of the four fingers and the thumb of a left hand. With a cry of horror he darted from the house, but as he reached the door he turned. His hostess was lying motionless on the floor, and a huge gray wolf came bounding after him.


There was no weapon at hand; and if there had been, his inborn chivalry would never have allowed him to harm a woman even under the guise of a wolf. Instinctively, he set himself firm, leaning a little forward, with half outstretched arms, and hands curved ready to clutch again at the throat upon which he had left those pitiful marks. But the creature as she sprung eluded his grasp, and just as he expected to feel her fangs, he found a woman weeping on his bosom, with her arms around his neck. The next instant, the gray wolf broke from him, and bounded howling up the cliff. Recovering himself as he best might, the youth followed, for it was the only way to the moor above, across which he must now make his way to find his companions.


All at once he heard the sound of a crunching of bones — not as if a creature was eating them, but as if they were ground by the teeth of rage and disappointment: looking up, he saw close above him the mouth of the little cavern in which he had taken refuge the day before. Summoning all his resolution, he passed it slowly and softly. From within came the sounds of a mingled moaning and growling. Having reached the top, he ran at full-speed for some distance across the moor before venturing to look behind him. When at length he did so, he saw against the sky, the girl standing on the edge of the cliff, wringing her hands. One solitary wail crossed the space between. She made no attempt to follow him, and he reached the opposite shore in safety.
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Night had fallen, covering the broad stretch of the plain with shadow. The little huts which clustered around the massive castle of Ilzerley were hidden from sight; and the presence of the castle itself could be perceived only from a long, pale ray of light which streamed from a narrow window, the window of the chapel where Walter of Ilzerley kept his vigil, watching his armor, for the next day was to see him dubbed a knight.


The castle was filled with lords and ladies from all the country round, come to assist at tomorrow’s ceremony. There had been feasting and reveling, dance and song; but now all had retired to rest; and the young man knelt before the altar, companioned by solemn thoughts alone.


The chapel was narrow and high; from niches on either side grim effigies of saints looked down; ranged on either hand stood the suits of armor of the past lords of Ilzerley, each guarding as it were his own tomb. The pavement was worn and uneven. Overhead swung an iron lamp, suspended by a chain. It lighted but faintly the gloom of the chapel; its rays seemed gathered together upon Walter’s form as he knelt below it, and were reflected from his snowy vest and curling golden hair.


He knelt and prayed that he might be strengthened worthily to fulfill the vows he was to take on the morrow. He thought of the long line of ancestors from whom he was descended, and his heart burned to emulate their noble deeds. He thought of the woe and wickedness that divided the earth between them; and he longed to grasp his knightly sword to do battle for the oppressed. And as he mused and prayed alternately, the night wore on.


It was at the deepest and the darkest when a low wind swept through the chapel, and waved the banners on the wall. He thought he heard a sad human wail, but the wind died away. He listened. There was no sound. Again he mused and prayed, and again the wind swept through the chapel, louder, stronger than before; and it bore with it the sound of a woman’s voice wailing—


“Who shall deliver me from this captivity?”


Walter of Ilzerley started to his feet. He felt the golden curls rising on his head; but his heart was stout and firm, overflowing the while with tender ruth and compassion.


“Lo, here I stand, Walter of Ilzerley, whom tomorrow will see dubbed a knight; and I will strive, so help me God, to deliver thee from thy captivity.”


And as he spoke, a chorus of voices, from the suits of armor of the dead lords standing around, responded:


“We attest the vow.”


And eyes looked steadfastly from the eye-holes of the before empty helmets, and the steel-clad and gauntleted right arms were raised, as if invoking the witness of God’s sight, while the banners above waved solemnly, as if conscious of the vow. As the sound of the voices died away, a ruby ring fell at Walter of Ilzerley’s feet. As it struck on the pavement before him, the flame of the lamp flickered and went out: but he was not left in darkness; a rosy light flashed from the ring, and filled the chapel with a soft radiance. It gleamed on the iron armor, on the stone saints, on the torn and time-stained banners, and on Walter’s awe-struck face. He raised it and placed it on his hand; then, kneeling before the altar, he prayed, with earnestness unknown before, that God would grant him wisdom, valor, and patience to rescue from her captivity the lady who had called him to her aid.


The next day came, and with great pomp and solemnity the gray-headed old Count of Lestuys gave him the knightly accolade, and the two fairest damsels of the assemblage buckled on his golden spurs, and tied his scarf across his breast.


Great preparations had been made for feasting for many days. Minstrels and harpers had flocked to the castle; the pantry and buttery were filled to overflowing with mighty pasties, huge loaves of manchet bread, and great baskets of cakes made with spices and honey. Casks of the oldest and strongest wines were broached, and all was gladness and gaiety. But the midnight voice sounded ever in Walter’s ear, with its complaint—


“Who shall deliver me from this captivity?”


He looked at the ruby ring. Its rays seemed hour by hour to pale. He determined to delay no longer, but to set forth that very afternoon. So while all the guests were assembled in the great hall, listening to the minstrels who were singing, turn by turn, the romance of Gui de Provens, he mounted his white horse, took his shield on which he had that day ordered the device of a ring to be painted with the motto, “I seek;” and, without bidding adieu to anyone, he crossed the drawbridge, and went on his way.


As his gallant white steed passed across the creaking and groaning bridge, he tossed his head and snorted cheerily; and the ruby ring on Walter of Ilzerley’s finger sent forth rays so brilliant that he could scarcely bear to look at it. They lay like a rosy line of light before him; and those whom he met shaded their eyes with their hands, and said:


“Mort de St. Denis! that young knight’s armor shines so bright that one can’t look at him.”


For they did not know that it was the ruby ring that dazzled them.


He journeyed on all that day. The land was sad and sterile. At intervals rose dark and frowning fortresses, each with a little settlement of huts around it. In the immediate neighborhood of these strongholds he saw cultivated fields, horses and cattle peacefully grazing; but it seemed as if neither peasant nor animal dared venture outside that narrow circuit. The ground between was bare and wild. Ever and anon he would pass an abbey or convent with its towers and its ample domain. There he saw more thrift, wider fields and fairer crops; but there were few of these, not enough to redeem the look of desert solitude of the country.


As night drew on, he found himself on a bleak and sullen sweep. The earth looked as though fire had passed over it, and had left it strewn with ashes. Dismal fogs rose in the distance, and slowly crept forward as if to meet and encircle him. His horse turned his head towards his master and neighed plaintively, as if asking where they were to find shelter. Walter of Ilzerley looked anxiously at his ring as for guidance. As his eye rested on it, it shot forth a long ray that pierced the gathered fog and showed, on a small eminence before him, a low, gray hut. The young man cheered his horse with his voice, and raised him with the bridle; and, avoiding as he best might the pools filled with brackish water which were scattered over the plain, he pressed forward towards the solitary gray hut.


As he approached it, a towering form, clothed in a knight’s surcoat, appeared at the door.


“Good knight, I crave your hospitality for the dark hours,” said the young man.


“Such as I have to offer is yours,” replied the knight in a deep, hoarse voice. And he drew near the steed, as the rider dismounted, stretching out his hand as if to take the bridle. But as he advanced, the horse trembled in every limb, laid his ears close to his head, and started back cowering. The knight turned on his heel without remarking the strange behavior of the steed, and led the way to a sort of cave behind the eminence.


“You will find fodder and water within,” he said.


The cave was dark; but the ruby ring lighted its every corner, and showed a clear stream trickling from a rock on one side, and a pile of dried grass.


The knight stood silent at the door while the young man rubbed down and caressed his tired steed. Then, when these kind offices were accomplished, he bade him follow.


He conducted Walter into the hut, which was furnished with a strange mixture of poverty and of luxury. On the rough wooden table lay a cloth broidered with hawks and hounds; on rude shelves stood silver flagons; and on the earthen floor was laid a carpet from Eastern looms. But, peculiar as were these things, Walter of Ilzerley’s attention was still more powerfully attracted by a strange odor which pervaded the hut — a smell as of some wild animal. He glanced around to see whether his host had not some slaughtered creature near. But nothing was to be seen.


The host bade Walter be seated, and gave him bread and wine.


“I have no meat to offer you,” he said; and, as he spoke, his eyes grew small and green, he half smiled, and showed white, pointed teeth.


Walter of Ilzerley looked keenly at him; but the knight’s eyes were as they had been before, and the points had vanished from his teeth.


“No meat is needed,” said Walter; and he crossed himself and gave thanks ere he broke the bread.


The knight breathed hard, and drops stood on his forehead, as he heard the holy words.


When the young man had ended his frugal supper, he arose and requested his host to show him where he was to sleep. The hermit knight drew aside a heavy curtain and revealed a small inner room wherein was a low bed, and bade him sleep, and sleep soundly. His eyes again grew small and green as he spoke; and, as he smiled, he showed again white, pointed teeth.


Walter of Ilzerley knelt before his cross-hilted sword, and, having prayed, took off his armor and lay down upon the low pallet. For some time he could not sleep. The strange odor, as of some wild animal, seemed to taint and poison the air. But at length weariness overcame him, and his eyelids closed.


He was wakened by a vivid flash like lightning across his eyes. He started to his feet, and instinctively grasped the sword which he had laid beside him. The ruby was sending forth fiery darts, and showed, below the heavy curtain of the entrance, the head and shoulders of an enormous wolf, with green eyes, and pointed, glistening teeth. Walter of Ilzerley sprang towards the animal, and smote upon its hairy, bristling neck with his good sword.


A human shriek rent the air; the monster changed before his horror-stricken sight; and there at his feet, the blood pouring from a ghastly wound in his throat, lay the knight who had bidden him welcome — a were-wolf.


The young man stood for a moment without speech or motion; then he took from the shelf in the next room a tall, long-necked silver flagon, and filled it with the smoking blood; for in those days everyone knew that a drop of the blood of a were-wolf, which never curdles, would bring to life his victims, no matter how long they had been dead. This being done, he had no mind to tarry longer in the dead monster’s den; and so he saddled and bridled his horse, and rode away over the dark plain.


As the day began to break, he saw, rising from the surface of the plain, large heaps of white stones surmounted by wooden crosses. Most of them seemed to have been there for a long time, but one of them was freshly erected. As he approached, he saw, crouching on the ground beside it, a little boy. The young man’s heart melted at the sight of the desolate child crouching on the ground damp with the night dew. He drew near. As the child heard the horse’s steps, he looked up and showed a face pale with weeping.


“My child, what brings you here?” said the young knight. “Where is your home, and where are your parents?”


“I have no home. There lies my only parent, killed by the were-wolf, like all the rest,” said the child; and he sobbed and wept aloud.


Walter of Ilzerley descended from his horse, and, raising the silver flagon, poured from it one drop upon the stones.


Immediately the heap quaked, and was rent asunder, and forth came a man whole and unharmed, rubbing his eyes like one aroused from slumber.


“Why, Tristam, my son, I wake from an ugly dream. I thought the were-wolf had me. — But what makes you look so pale?” said the man as he patted the head of the child, who was staring at him with widely opened eyes, and cheeks paler than before.


The little boy did not speak, for he was too much frightened; but the young knight told him all that had happened; whereupon the man knelt down and thanked God and Walter of Ilzerley alternately.


The knight gave the man half of the blood, and bade him let fall one drop of it on all the heaps of stones; he charged him also to say himself, and to bid all that the wolf’s blood should bring to life to say, three Pater-nosters every morning and every evening for his success in the expedition on which he was bound; then he rode away where the ruby light pointed.


As he reached the border of the plain, he looked back, and saw a kneeling crowd; and, as he strained his ear, the morning wind brought to him the sound of their prayer and praise. And his heart was glad within him, and he journeyed on in the sweet light of the sun, over fields fair with flowers and glittering with dew. Little birds sang on the trees, and the May flies and butterflies sported around him, as he rode on his way, singing an old song of knightly valor and of ladies’ grace.


The sun was high overhead when he saw in the distance a castle by the sea. As he came towards it, he saw that it was broad and high, and looked as if it were the residence of some mighty lord; but no knightly banner floated from its walls. A large black pennon drooped sadly against its staff. Walter of Ilzerley rode forward and sounded the horn which hung ready for the use of travelers. A head appeared at the small grated window in the gate, and the porter asked who sounded, and what was his errand.


“Walter of Ilzerley am I called, and my errand is to redress a great wrong,” answered the young knight.


“Tarry awhile till I ask what is my lady’s will concerning you,” said the porter; and he retired from the grate, leaving the traveler much surprised at such an uncourteous reception. He looked around as he sat on his steed waiting. The peasants of the surrounding cottages were busy at their toil in the fields. They were more hale and cheerful than most of their class. They looked well fed and well cared for, but each man wore a black band upon his right arm; and the women and girls, whom he saw busy at their household tasks, all wore black caps and scarfs. Yet they talked and laughed gaily, and seemed to pay no heed to the gloomy tokens they bore.


His marveling was interrupted by the rattling of the chains that supported the drawbridge, and the groaning of the portcullis as it was raised to admit him. He rode forward. As he entered the courtyard, he perceived that the porter and all the retainers were dressed in black. At the extremity of the court, on the lowest step of a broad flight of stone stairs, stood the seneschal, a venerable, white-bearded man, clothed in black like the rest.


“Welcome, Walter of Ilzerley,” he said; “my lady awaits you.”


The young knight dismounted, much astonished at all he saw.


He followed the seneschal up the broad stone stairs into a long and lofty room. On either side sat a row of young girls spinning. At the upper end of the room, on a raised dais, sat the lady. She had been beautiful; but sorrow had furrowed her forehead, and quenched the brightness of her eyes. She rose as the young knight approached, and extended her hand.


“Welcome, Walter of Ilzerley,” she said; “welcome to a doubly smitten house — a house reft of its lord and of its child.”


“Were your sorrow, lady,” answered the young knight, “such as admitted of human aid, then would I bind myself to your service so soon as my present errand be fulfilled; but against such grief as yours the bravest arm lies helpless. I can but grieve with you.”


The lady turned to an old priest who sat in the deep embrasure of the window behind her, reading his breviary, and who had not even raised his head at the young man’s entrance.


“Father Anselm,” she said, “tell this stranger the story of my woe. Perhaps it may be granted to him to succeed in that enterprise wherein those that preceded him have failed.”


At these words all the black-robed maidens stopped their spinning, and fastened their eyes sorrowfully on the young knight, and sighed. It was as if a low wind had swept through the hall, and brought back to Walter of Ilzerley’s memory the midnight wail in the chapel.


The old priest closed his book, and rose, turning towards the youth.


“My blessing be upon you, my son,” he said. “The lady’s will shall be obeyed. Follow me to my cell. There will I tell you what grievous woe rests upon this house.”


Walter saluted the lady, glanced at the rows of black-robed maidens, who with bowed heads were again busy at their wheels, and retired with the old priest. He followed him through dark, winding passages, cut in the thickness of the stone wall, into his cell; narrow, but lighted by a window which looked out upon the sea. On a little wooden table stood a crucifix and a skull; and the stone floor before it was worn into a hollow where the knees of the good priest had been pressed in his hours of prayer.


“Be seated, my son,” said Father Anselm, as he drew forward a wooden stool, and offered it to the youth. He sat down himself upon the low truckle-bed, folded his hands, and heaved a deep sigh. After a pause, during which Walter pondered what grief this might be, and what courage and fortune might be necessary to remove it, the old priest thus began:


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


Do not think, my son, that this castle was always the gloomy abode that you now see it. I remember when troops of lords and ladies made it gay with jest and song from morn till midnight. Every day there was hunting and hawking, tilting and jousting; for the count and countess were young, and loved pleasure, like all the young and fortunate. Good were they, and pious also; and on the first day of every month, they and all their guests and all their household, carrying lighted tapers, walked in solemn procession to the shrine of St. Mary of Aspramont, a league away, on the high hill that overhangs the sea.


It was fourteen years ago — I shall never forget that glad and sunny morning which was to have so black a close — fourteen years ago the drawbridge was lowered, and forth walked Count Egbert in his gorgeous dress, leading by her hand his lady all blazing with gold and jewels, both bearing great waxen tapers half an ell high. And all the lords and ladies, magnificently attired and bearing lighted tapers also, and all the household, followed, save two or three old servants who were too infirm to walk so far, and the count and countess’ little daughter, their only child, a babe a twelvemonth old, with her nurse. The nurse stood on the lower step of the great stone stairs, and held the child in her arms; and the little thing sprang and laughed for joy as she saw the goodly company and the lighted tapers pass by. Each lord and lady saluted her and bade her goodbye as they passed; for she was a sweet and gracious child, and all loved her. Her father and mother looked back and smiled and beckoned with their hand at her as they left the courtyard; but they did not dream that that was to be their last look on their little one.


The procession passed over the drawbridge and through the pleasant fields, chanting St. Mary’s hymn as they went. The sweet voices of the ladies and the deep tones of the knights sounded as though nightingales were singing beside the swelling sea.


Strange was it that the moment which saw the count and countess bent on such pious intent should have brought to them the misery of their lives. As they rose from their knees before the shrine, one of the knights looked towards the sea and shouted, “Holy Virgin, the pirates!”


They all rushed to the edge of the cliff; and there, below them, they saw a great Saracenic galley just entering the bay before the castle. The ladies shrieked and knelt, all save the countess. She snatched the dagger from her husband’s belt, and sprang down the steep. The count and all the knights and retainers followed, bounding like deer over the stones, down the broken and rugged way, the countess before them. The way was long — too long. The castle was hid from their sight by the thick wood. They darted through its shadows, and came out upon the sunny plain. The pirates were already in their boats. Ere the knights could reach the shore, they had gained their vessel; the wind was filling her sails and bearing them away.


The countess had flown towards the castle. As her husband and his friends, baffled, for they had no vessel wherewith to chase the pirates, crossed the drawbridge which had been left lowered for their return, they saw the murdered bodies of the old servants stretched upon the reddened stones of the courtyard.


“My child!” cried the count in a tone of anguish; and he rushed towards his little daughter’s room. It was empty of child and nurse. On the floor lay the countess, still and white as though dead. They brought her back to life with much labor and pains; but from that day neither she nor her husband ever smiled again, nor did they ever renew their pilgrimage to St. Mary’s shrine, which was a great wrong to the saint. They shut themselves up in their private apartments, and mourned without ceasing. No more mirth or song enlivened the castle, and hospitality was given to strangers for one night only. They brooded over their loss till they fancied themselves aggrieved by Providence; and they had no thought for the still greater distresses of the poor around them, who that year, for it was a year of famine, saw their children perishing before their eyes for lack of food.


Another great misery befell on that year. It was the appearance of the were-wolf, which has ever since desolated the country.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


At the mention of the were-wolf, the young man bent forward and listened still more attentively.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


The Sieur Nicolas de Maupré was a haughty and lawless lord, whose chief occupation was in waylaying travelers, and his chief pleasure in torturing them until they were fain to ransom themselves at the cost of all they possessed. This wicked lord, as I say, one day disappeared; and no one could imagine what had become of him, until many others disappeared also, and the rumor spread in the country that a were-wolf had taken up its abode near by. Then everyone knew that the wicked knight had turned himself into a were-wolf; and all the people since then have lived in terror of their lives, and many have been destroyed in spite of all their precautions; for there lives no beast or being so treacherous, so wily, and so cruel, as the were-wolf. Anathema maranatha! [“Let him be accursed. Our Lord, come!”]


(And the priest crossed himself.)


But I must go on, and bring my sorrowful history to its close. One afternoon the count wandered forth across the meadows on a solitary walk. Hours passed, the evening meal was ready to be served, but he did not return.


The countess was at prayers in the chapel, and did not perceive her lord’s absence; but those of the household began to feel uneasy. They were all watching if they could catch sight of the count returning, when in the dusky twilight they beheld the figure of a boy running towards the castle. As he reached the walls, he shouted: “The count! the were-wolf!” and sank down upon the stones.


All the retainers seized torches and weapons and rushed forth in search of their master, taking courage from their numbers; for not one of them, much as they loved their lord, would have dared venture out alone with the chance of meeting the monster.


Guided by the lad’s directions, they sought and found a little brook which ran babbling down from a steep rock into the sea; and on its bank lay all that remained of the count. He had fought manfully against the beast, as the torn and trampled ground proved; but what can one mortal man do against a were-wolf?


With groans and sobs the retainers took up their lord’s remains and bore them to the castle; and not one of them but wept like a child when the countess met them ere they reached the drawbridge. I will not describe her grief. One should have seen it to know what it was.


The count was buried in the chapel, before the altar; and there three times a day, at morning and noon and night, the countess kneels, and listens to a mass for the dead. And her affliction has borne good fruit. She spends all the rest of her time in caring for the sick, the poor, and the afflicted; deeming her second bereavement a chastisement sent from heaven because of the rebellious manner in which she received the first. And all the country around blesses her, and grieves because of her grief.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


“But now, my son, I must leave you, unless, indeed, you will accompany me to the chapel; for noon is at hand, and I must say the mass for the dead.”


“One instant, my father,” said Walter of Ilzerley; “tarry one instant. Surely by the hand of superhuman wisdom was I brought hither.”


And the young knight told the priest how he had slept in the den of the were-wolf, and had slain him, and had brought away his blood. And the old man lifted up his hands and thanked Heaven, while tears of joy ran down his withered cheeks and dropped on his brown robe. Then he led Walter to the chapel, and bade him stand at the foot of the count’s tomb.


He had scarcely taken his place there when the countess appeared, followed by all her servants and retainers, and knelt to listen to the mass. But, instead of the service for the dead, the old priest chanted out, in a broken voice, a canticle of thanksgiving. The countess and all her servants were greatly astonished; the more so that they saw the young knight standing with a joyful face, holding a silver flagon upraised in his hand.


When the priest had ended the canticle, he said in a loud voice:


“Daughter, arise and rejoice. The days of thy mourning are ended.”


Thereupon Walter of Ilzerley poured a drop of the were-wolf’s blood upon the tomb. And the tomb opened in the middle, and the count arose and came forth, shading his eyes with his hand, as one whom a sudden light wakens. And the chapel was filled with the cries of fright and joy of all the servants and retainers; but the count and countess spake never a word, but stood fast locked in each other’s arms.


That night bonfires blazed so broad and high from the walls of the castle, that they reddened the whole sky; and troops of horsemen from all the fortresses for fifteen miles around came hurrying to see what had happened, and to offer their aid. They were all bid right welcome; and oxen were roasted whole, and a great row of wine-casks was brought up from the cellars, and broached and ran without stint or measure. As each successive troop came into the courtyard, and were met by the joyful news, they set up such a shout of joy that it echoed from the castle walls far over the meadows and back to the distant hills. Never was there known such gladness and reveling.


But Walter of Ilzerley, when the evening meal was ended, retired from the great hall, bright with the blaze of a hundred torches, and glad with the voices of the count and countess’ fast arriving friends, and took his stand upon the walls and looked towards the dark, scarce seen sea, wondering what errand it might be that he was to undertake at the .countess’ behest when his present enterprise should be ended. He was standing, his eyes fixed upon the ruby ring which shone brightly on his hand, but shot forth no guiding ray, when Father Anselm approached him, and begged that he would deign to follow to the presence of the count and countess.


He found them in a small, round room, built in one of the towers. In the middle of the floor stood a child’s cradle, the bedclothes tossed here and there in confusion, as if the little creature had been but just snatched up. Around were strewn little playthings; and on a chair lay a child’s embroidered dress, but everything looked old and tarnished.


The countess was standing, her hand clasped in her husband’s, her face buried on his shoulder. She raised her head as the young knight entered, and he saw that she had been weeping. The count’s face also was sad and sorrowful. The lady spoke.


“Walter of Ilzerley, God knows whether or not I am grateful to you for what you have done this day. Not because I lightly esteem the service already rendered do I sue you for another boon. Father Anselm has told you of our child. Nothing in this room has been touched since she was stolen from it. Each night of these long years have I come hither to mourn for my darling. Two months ago, I was kneeling here at midnight, when I heard a soft low wind come sweeping over the sea, and it bore to my ears my daughter’s voice wailing:


“‘Who shall deliver me from this captivity?’”


When Walter of Ilzerley heard these words, the blood rushed in a mighty column to his heart, and his breath stopped; but he was silent, and the lady went on:


“Since then two knights have come to this castle, and to each have I told my daughter’s prayer. Each has ridden away on the morrow in search of her. From that quest neither has returned. But I feel that to you, perhaps, may be granted what has been denied to the other twain; and I implore you, Walter of Ilzerley, by all that you hold dear in this world and the next, to hear a mother’s prayer, and pity a mother’s anguish.”


And so saying, the countess knelt before the young man’s feet, and raised her clasped hands, beseeching him.


Walter of Ilzerley raised the lady, and swore never to return to Christian lands till he had found the maiden, and delivered her from the captivity wherein she was bound.


Then the count grasped him by the hand, and said:


“Young knight, great as is my debt to you, it is as naught to that which it will be when you restore to me my child. And when she is given back to us, should your eyes love to rest upon her, we will give her to you, as your wife, and she shall have a dowry meet for a king’s daughter.”


But Walter of Ilzerley still kept silence on the voice that had come to him in the midnight chapel, for he felt as if it would be parting with a precious thing, were any save himself to know of it.


He thought of the maiden all that night, nor had he once closed his eyes to sleep, when the first red streaks of morning shone in the eastern sky. But he felt no fatigue, so bent was his mind upon freeing the count’s daughter. He arose, and put on his armor, and, taking leave of the count and countess, he mounted his white horse, and rode away; while all the retainers bade him adieu, and shouted, “God speed you, brave knight,” as he crossed the drawbridge, and came out upon the open plain.


The morning sun shone bright overhead, and the little white clouds floated on the soft blue of the sky, like fairy vessels on a waveless sea. The water danced and sparkled in the light, and the hum of the busy insects, as they flew from flower to flower, filled the air with pleasant sounds. The ruby light lay like a crimson path over the glittering water, and was lost in the distance of the glancing waves.


The knight reined up his horse upon the yellow beach, and looked around for a boat. In a little creek near by he saw a skiff, which two fishermen were dragging into the water.


“Friends, name your price,” said the knight, “but I must have your boat.”


“It is worth two pieces of gold to us,” said the fishermen. The knight gave them four, and, mounting into the little boat with his horse, he pushed off to sea, following the crimson track.


A gentle wind drove forward the skiff, so that the knight had no need to ply the oars. He sat in the stern, his armor flashing back the sunlight; his eyes fixed on the distance where the crimson light pointed; Isis face full of manly courage, yet soft with tender thought.


Three days and three nights did he, with his good steed, float over the sea, borne on by the gentle wind which never varied nor died away; and, on the morning of the fourth day, he saw the minarets and gilded cupolas of a great city on the shore before him. As he floated nearer, he saw the accursed crescent flashing from every high point, and he knew that he had reached the country of the infidels. Suddenly the ruby light vanished, and a shadow seemed to fall upon him. He looked around. The sun was shining brightly as before; but the reflection of his own figure, of his horse, and of the boat, had disappeared, and he saw that he, and all that belonged to him, had become invisible. The boat pressed forward till it reached the shore; and Walter of Ilzerley, leaping from it, knelt on the sands, and thanked Heaven for having brought him so far safely on his way, and implored its assistance in what he had yet to accomplish; then mounting his horse, he turned towards the bronze gates of the city.


As he passed through the portal, a blind beggar, sitting beside the way, held out his hand and begged for alms.


“Fool,” said a tall negro who was lounging in the sunshine, “hold your peace. No one comes this way.”


The blind man answered:


“I know by the measured trembling of the ground that a horse and rider are passing by.” But the negro could see nothing; and he called to his comrades that the blind man had better eyes than they, for that he could perceive a horse and rider where there was nothing but dust and sunshine. And they all laughed and jeered at the blind man.


The young knight left them behind, and went on through the crowded street that lay before him. It was shaded from the heat of the sun by awnings of crimson silk, which were stretched across from the tops of the houses; and beneath were endless rows of stalls filled with gorgeous silks and jewelery and spices, and merchandise of every sort. Veiled women, preceded by black eunuchs, mingled with the swarthy and turbaned crowd, and shouts and cries and bargaining and chaffering resounded on every side.


Suddenly a blast of trumpets was heard from the upper extremity of the street; and every sound was immediately silenced, and all the people ranged themselves on either side, as a band of slaves dressed in green, with crooked cimeters [large knives] shining in their hands, came down the way, preceding twelve officers wearing enormous turbans, mounted on black mules, and bearing brazen trumpets. When they reached the center of the street, they stopped, and the officers sounded their trumpets and made proclamation, saying:


“O people, listen! Thus saith the sultan, the master of the earth, the ruler of the sea, and the numberer of the stars:


“Know, O ye people who are so blessed as to live in the city which we honor with our presence, that some child of unfathomable perdition bath stolen from our special treasury, locked with a hundred keys, guarded by a hundred slaves, entered through a labyrinth with a hundred windings, our most precious possession, the ruby ring lost in a wager to our ancestor, the great King Solomon, by the King of the Genii, and handed down ever since that day, in our most glorious and excellent house.


“Out of our great and wonderful clemency, we hereby proclaim that although he who has dared to aspire to the possession of this inestimable gem deserves a thousand deaths; yet, let him return it, and he shall receive free pardon for the offense, and shall furthermore be rewarded with two hundred purses of gold.”


Then the brazen trumpets sounded again, and the slaves and the officers moved forward, and the street became more noisy than before; for all the people were wondering and lamenting over the loss from the sultan’s treasury, of that wonderful ring.


But Walter of Ilzerley, as he looked around, saw one old woman, dressed as became the slave of a very rich person, who neither wondered nor questioned. She was very pale, and shook all over as she asked the merchant, by whose stall the knight had stopped his horse, whether the blue vest embroidered with gold which her mistress had ordered were finished.


“The vest is finished, and the embroidery is the finest that was ever seen in the city,” answered the merchant; “but, know you, that were it not for so illustrious a lady as an inmate of the palace of our exalted master, the sultan, I should have said it had been designed for a dog of a Christian.”


“What do you say?” screamed the old woman, in a shrill, quavering voice.


“Look, then,” said the merchant, holding up the vest: “is not here on the breast, hidden under the waving lines of the ornaments, the outline of the unclean cross?” And he spat on the ground in sign of abhorrence. “If the lady see it, she will never wear the vest, although she sent the pattern herself.”


The old woman said nothing, hut paid the merchant three pieces of gold, and, taking the vest, made her way along the street as fast as she could.


The young knight followed her; but, although he took great pains not to press against anyone, the crowd was so great that he constantly pushed those on the right and on the left; and they, not seeing the invisible horse and rider, felt greatly aggrieved, and angrily berated those nearest them, who, knowing themselves innocent of any discourtesy, were not slack in angry retort: and so it happened that the whole street fell into confusion, and threats and blows were exchanged on every side; and so great grew the tumult, that the merchants rose in haste and closed their shops and withdrew the awnings, and the rays of the sun poured down so fiercely that it was like a fiery rain; and so the crowd dispersed to seek shelter elsewhere; while Walter of Ilzerley followed the old woman as she passed through many long and winding streets.


At length she halted at a door in a high stone wall. It was the only opening in the face of the wall, which was of great extent.


The old woman knocked three times; and the door was opened by a frightfully ugly slave, whose eyes stood out so far that he looked as if he could see all around him without turning his head. Walter of Ilzerley sprang from his horse, and followed the old woman as she entered; but, although he made all the haste he could, he did not succeed in passing the door ere the frightful slave closed it, and the young knight was caught between the door and the doorpost.


The slave wondered and pushed in vain, for the door could not close, of course, since there was a knight clothed in armor in the way. At last the slave opened widely the door in order to push it to with greater force, and so released the young man, who immediately sprang forward; but the old woman had disappeared through one of the many doors which opened into the circular hall in which he found himself.


He had no clew to guide him in his search, so he opened at random the door nearest him. He saw before him a long, dark, and narrow passage, at the end of which faintly glimmered an uncertain light. He advanced towards the ray, which proceeded from the keyhole of a heavy door, thickly studded with iron nails. A faint odor of gums and spices came to his nostrils; but he could see nothing within save by stooping to look through the keyhole, and to that no knight could condescend. So he drew his sword from its scabbard, and with its hilt knocked loudly at the door. After a short delay it was opened, and the head of an old man clothed, although it was summer, in a furred robe, appeared. His wrinkled forehead was high and broad; his beard was as white as snow; but his eyebrows were black and heavy, and from beneath their shade his small, keen eyes looked piercingly forth. As he cautiously opened the door the young knight passed within.


The old man peered down the passage, then muttering to himself, again closed the door. The room, or rather vault, into which the young knight had penetrated was vast and gloomy. The walls were of stone whereon were deeply graven strange devices and symbols, mixed with Chaldean characters and Coptic signs. In the middle of the vaulted ceiling was a small, round aperture, through which, looking up as through a black tube of great length, the stars could be seen at mid-day. The air was heavy with strange perfumes, which seemed to proceed from a bronze tripod, upon which was burning a fire whose flickering and uncertain flames supplied its only light to the vault.


The old man, still muttering to himself, resumed the occupation which the knight’s summons had interrupted. He took some spices and some fine powder of charcoal, and made a paste, which he molded into the form of a ring, over which he made various signs, turning it constantly, and ever and anon turning it to the four points of the compass. Then he dropped it into the middle of the fire. Immediately a bright flame sprang up, and, detaching itself from the fire below, remained in the shape of a fiery cross, suspended in the air. When the old man saw this, he gnashed his teeth and stamped on the ground.


“What accursed mystery is this?” he exclaimed. “Three times am I foiled. And what shall I say to the sultan when he demands what I have discovered? The ring is without a doubt in Christian hands; but how it came there, it passes my science to discover.”


As he said this, the magic flame paled and died away; and, the fire on the tripod likewise sinking, the vault became dark. The old man lighted a tall, green taper at the decaying blaze, and placed it upon a table whereon lay a large, black-covered book, which he began attentively to study. Walter of Ilzerley approached, and looked over the old man’s shoulder as he bent over the book, and he saw there written the exact description of the ring, and an explanation of its virtues. There he learnt that the ring had the power, on the approach of danger, of rendering its possessor invisible, and knew why he had become lost to mortal sight from the moment he approached the shore of the infidels. He was reading with avidity the account of all the properties of the ring which had so mysteriously been bestowed upon him, when a loud knock was heard at the iron-studded door. The old man reluctantly arose and opened it; and a slave, richly dressed, entered with a concerned air, and, glancing uneasily around, knelt, and, bending his forehead till it almost touched the ground, said:


“O most powerful and mighty sage! The sultan, our master, desires your presence forthwith.”


The old man, supporting his steps with an ivory cane carved with strange devices, followed the messenger, who seemed in a great hurry to get out of the vault. Walter of Ilzerley accompanied them through numberless passages and halls, until they came to a large room, filled with richly attired officers and slaves, who all drew aside respectfully as the old man passed. At the extremity of the room was a curtain of green brocade, before which stood ten gigantic slaves clothed in yellow, and holding naked cimeters in their hands. They made way as the old man advanced; and the slave who had summoned him drew aside the curtain, and held it up for him to enter. The knight followed close. Blah blah blah blah blah and whoever stole this story didn’t even bother to check this.


As he crossed the threshold, he found himself in a spacious and lofty apartment lighted with many-colored rays. The ceiling was painted to imitate the overhanging branches and green leaves of a forest, and birds of gorgeous plumage swung from it in cages of golden wire. Their songs mixed with the tinkling of a fountain which rose from a crystal tank in the middle of the room, around which grew flowers in rich abundance. Along the walls, which were of cedar inlaid with gold, were divans and cushions of embroidered damask fringed with pearl; and on the marble floor were spread carpets so soft that the footsteps falling on them gave back no sound.


On the divan at the upper end of the room sat a young man magnificently dressed. He was handsome, though very haughty in face and bearing.


The old man knelt and touched his forehead three times to the ground as the curtain fell behind him.


“Approach, O most venerable sage!” said the sultan, “and say how your search has sped. Have you found a clew by which to track the audacious criminal who has dared to violate the sanctity of our private treasury, and to steal from it the ring?”


The sultan knit the black arches of his brows till they met, and his mustaches quivered as he spoke.


“O most glorious and gracious of sultans!” answered the old man; “something truly have I discovered, though less than I had hoped. But that which I have learned makes the loss of the ring more unaccountable than before. I know to a surety that the gem is at this moment in Christian hands.”


The sultan started to his feet.


“In the hands of a dog of a Christian!” he exclaimed. “May he and his prophet perish together.”


At these impious and insulting words, Walter of Ilzerley lost patience, and, drawing hastily near, he smote the sultan on the face. The blow was well planted, and it tingled sharply on the sultan’s olive cheek.


“What demon, miserable old man, have you dared to bring hither with you?” he shouted in a rage, laying his hand on the dagger its his sash. “If you were less useful, your head should within five minutes make acquaintance with the bowstring. Begone I and know that unless, ere three days be over, I see again the ring, I will forget all your past services, and only remember this unheard-of affront.”


So saying, the sultan, foaming with rage, clapped his hands together. The curtain was withdrawn, and the old man, half terrified to death, retreated in haste.


The sage had hardly left the room when the curtain was again lifted, and an officer, apparently of high rank, entered and prostrated himself as the old man had done.


“What news do you bring, Mustapha?” said the sultan. “Dare not to say that your quest has been unsuccessful.”


“Most illustrious of sovereigns,” replied the officer, “this is what I have discovered. On the night before the ring was found to be lost, some fishermen out at sea saw, in the air overhead, a bright stream of rosy light, which flashed from the direction of the city towards the country of the Christians. The night was dark, but so bright was the passing radiance that it streamed like a ruddy pathway over the water, and lighted up all the sea. Further than this, O most merciful of masters! your slave has not been able to trace the ring.”


The sultan made no answer, but sat deep in thought for a while, twisting his long, curling mustache and looking on the ground. Then he made a sign to the officer to withdraw.


The sultan clapped his hands together as the officer retired, and a slave entered and prostrated himself.


“Let the great council be summoned,” said the sultan; and the slave withdrew.


After a few moments the green curtain was widely withdrawn, and a procession of very old men entered. They all wore green turbans, and their white robes were girded about them by costly shawls. After the due prostrations, at a sign from the sultan they seated themselves cross-legged, folded their arms over their breasts, and waited for him to speak.


“It is known to you,” said the sultan, “that our inestimable ruby ring has been audaciously stolen from our especial and private treasury.”


Here all the old men bowed their heads.


“I know, from certain information, that it has passed into the unclean hands of a Christian.”


Here all the old men spat on the ground, in sign of contempt and abhorrence.


“Furthermore, I have learnt that it is at this moment in the country of the Christians; and I have summoned you, to communicate to you my sovereign will and pleasure that an embassy be immediately dispatched to the king of the Christians, demanding the instant return of the ring, and announcing that, should it be refused, I will ravage his country with fire and sword, and will destroy every city and walled town within its borders.”


When the great councilors had heard the sultan, they all replied in chorus:


“O most powerful and illustrious sultan! to hear is to obey.”


And they left the room in the same order wherewith they had entered it; and Walter of Ilzerley joined their procession, and passed out with them.


The exterior hall looked out upon a large and shaded garden. Between the trees were seen light kiosks, whose trellised walls were wreathed with roses and jasmine; and from the velvet lawns rose numberless sparkling fountains, cooling the sultry air with their incessant rain.


Unknowing in what direction to turn in order to seek for the old woman who had bought the vest embroidered with the Christian cross, sadly perplexed at the labyrinth of halls and passages which filled the sultan’s palace, the young knight passed out through an open door into the garden, and, plunging into one of the thickets of flowering shrubs, threw himself down upon the ground to consider what he was next to do.


He had not yet succeeded in arriving at any definite conclusion, when he heard footsteps coming up the broad walk which led close by him. He raised his head, and saw a hunchbacked old Egyptian female dwarf, whose contorted ugliness seemed insufferably hideous, seen as it was amidst the graceful flowers and silver fountains, and light and glory of the garden. The dwarf advanced till she was close to him; then she stopped, and said:


“Follow me.”


Walter of Ilzerley started to his feet, thinking that the ring had lost its power of concealing him; but, as he stood upright in the sunshine, he saw that his figure cast no shadow upon the ground, and then he perceived that the dwarf must be a sorceress.


He came from the thicket and followed her through the garden, until, turning into a lonely and scarcely trodden path, she stopped at a small, carved minor. She opened it by pressing upon a spring hidden under one of its ornaments, and passed within, followed by the knight. She ascended a narrow and winding staircase, and paused at a door at which she tapped. As the door opened, the dwarf turned her head and beckoned to the invisible knight. The door was opened by the old woman whom he had seen that morning bargaining for the vest. The young man’s heart leaped for joy as he saw her; and with eager steps he passed into the room, for he felt assured that he should find there the maiden he sought.


The room was small, but richly decorated and furnished in the Oriental style, with painted arabesques, and the ceiling was carved with curious workmanship; but the knight saw nothing save the figure of a maiden, who was whispering to herself as he entered:


“Who shall deliver me from this captivity?”


Seated beside an open window, which looked forth upon the sea, and leaning her cheek upon her hand, she was steadfastly gazing upon the glittering expanse of the water. She wore a blue vest embroidered with gold, which half betrayed, half concealed the graceful outlines of her figure; her head was covered on one side by a little embroidered cap, and on the other was placed a bouquet of jeweled flowers; while her long, soft, brown hair, unconfined, fell in heavy waves almost to the ground. On her white arms were clasped golden bracelets; and her little, rosy feet were thrust into crimson slippers embroidered with gold.


The knight had never seen any loveliness to be compared with that of the maiden; and he stood in a trance of wonder and admiration, gazing upon her as though he would never weary.


After a while the maiden turned from looking over the water and spoke in a sorrowful tone to the dwarf.


“Good mother, four days and four nights have I watched the waves; and yet I can see no knight coming to my rescue.”


And she sighed, and, turning her head, again fixed her eyes upon the sea.


“I can’t help that,” answered the dwarf, shortly. “Some people see things where there is nothing to be seen, and others see nothing where there is something to be seen. I don’t make people’s eyes.”


And the dwarf sat down on a pile of cushions, and sulked.


The maiden answered nothing, and did not seem to hear the cracked and dissonant tones of the Egyptian; but the old woman who had opened the door rolled up her eyes and groaned, as if to express her disapprobation, though she evidently did not dare to speak.


As if weary of watching, the maiden left the casement, and, crossing the room, seated herself on the pile of cushions beside the dwarf. She took the old Egyptian’s brown and wrinkled hand in her soft, white fingers, and said coaxingly:


“But tell me one thing, good mother: how did you obtain for me the ruby ring? Tell me only that.”


“Don’t tease me,” said the dwarf. “You would be sorry enough if I did tell you. The words I should be obliged to speak would shatter the walls, and bring a host of demons about us.”


At these words the old woman whom the young knight had seen in the street, clasped her hands, and implored the maiden not to persist in her entreaties.


“For,” said she, “know, my blessed lady, that I can scarcely sleep at nights as it is, knowing as I do that Monarè could have us all strangled by demons ere morning, if she chose. And, if I were once to see a demon, I should die of fright outright, as, indeed, it is a wonder that I did not that day the pirates carried us away. But of that you knew nothing, sweet, unconscious babe that you were.”


And the old woman began to weep.


“Don’t prate so,” said the dwarf, crossly.


“Isn’t it bad enough to be stolen by pirates without being told of it all the time? Don’t be such a croaking night-owl. I wonder, for my part, why the pirates took you. You never could have had any good looks to boast of.”


The old woman, forgetting for the moment her fears, was about to make an angry retort, when the maiden interfered and with gentle words composed the menaced quarrel; then, kissing tenderly the frightful Egyptian dwarf, she said:


“Good mother, how can I thank you for all that you have done for me? If I obtain my freedom, I will show you what my gratitude is worth.”


“Don’t talk to me of gratitude,” interrupted the dwarf. “I want to know if I haven’t cause of gratitude to you. Who was it that saved me from those Mussulman hounds in the bazaar who were going to tear me in pieces for a witch, only because I shortened the leg of one who was going to kick me, so that he couldn’t put it down again? Don’t talk to me of gratitude! It makes me cross.”


But the maiden took no heed of the dwarf’s perversity. She kept her seat by her, and caressed her cheek with her white hand.


“Well, good mother,” she said, “since you will not tell me how you obtained the ring, tell me at least to whom it was that I sent it with my nightly prayer.”


“A good knight and a true,” answered the dwarf abruptly.


Walter of Ilzerley, at these words, could have fallen at the dwarf’s feet and embraced her knees for very thankfulness, so great was his desire to stand well in the esteem of the beautiful, imprisoned maiden.


“A good knight and a true,” repeated the maiden thoughtfully. “But, good mother, tell me something more. Is he young? Is he fair to look upon?”


But the dwarf would not answer a word to the maiden’s questions, and only reiterated:


“A good knight and a true.”


Suddenly the maiden sprang to her feet and stood in the attitude of one listening; and the knight perceived the sound of many feet, and the clashing of arms from the garden beneath. He looked from a window that opened over the garden, and saw the old sage advancing at the head of a body of armed slaves. In his hand the old man carried a small, purple snake, which, hissing, stretched out its head in the direction of the little carved door. The old man entered, followed by the slaves, and they heard the noise of many ascending steps. The maiden stood pale and still in the middle of the room, while the old nurse crept trembling into a corner, and the dwarf clenched her teeth and stamped on the floor.


The door was wrenched open from without, and the old man appeared on the threshold. Behind him stood the slaves, filling the entry, and crowding on the stairs. The little purple snake in the sage’s hand raised the crest upon its head, and hissed loudly and angrily, turning towards the window where the knight was standing.


As the dwarf caught sight of the snake, her look of rage and perplexity changed into an expression of triumph. She crept behind the maiden, whose flowing robe concealed her from view, and, crossing her hands behind her, she mumbled a few unknown words.


As she spoke them, the little snake writhed violently; then, springing from the old man’s hand, it darted to the window, and disappeared.


The old man tore his hair.


“Ten purses of gold to whoever catches the snake!” he shouted. And he and all the armed slaves rushed down the stairs in pursuit of the little purple snake; and the sound of their voices and trampling steps died away.


The old nurse, shaking and trembling, crawled forward and closed the door; while the hideous Egyptian dwarf threw herself on the floor, and rolled her head about in an ecstasy of delight.


“Oh, what a fool, what a world-renowned fool, is that sage! Call him a sage, indeed! Why, if I were to pull out an eyelash, that eyelash would have more knowledge in it than he has in his whole body. I waist to know if he ever lived, like me, in the secret chambers of the great Pyramid, where the books of my ancestors, the Egyptian priests, are stored? What does he know, the bungler! He didn’t even know who I was. And to bring that absurd little snake here where I am! Ha, ha, ha!”


And the dwarf rolled about and shrieked with laughter, while the old nurse looked at her aghast, and ever and anon crossed herself; and the maiden stood pressing her hand against her heart, as if to still its frightened beatings; for, at the appearance of the armed slaves, she had anticipated nothing less than instant death.


At length the dwarf’s laughter came, as all things will, to an end.


“Do stop crossing yourself,” she said peevishly to the old nurse. “Can’t anyone have a little quiet merriment, but you must put on a long face, and scratch crosses all over yourself?” And she turned her back upon the old woman, and, approaching the trembling maiden, took hold of her hand, and drew her to a divan.


“Sit down, my pearl, my white dove,” she said caressingly. “Don’t shiver so. Do you think your old Monarè would let anyone hurt you? I will make that old fool repent of having frightened my child.”


And she began to mutter some strange words. But the maiden laid her hand upon the Egyptian’s mouth, and prayed her not to harm the sage.


“You’ll make me forget all the curses I ever learned,” said the dwarf, sulkily; “but if you don’t want him hurt, it’s all the same to me.”


The maiden rose, and looked out anew upon the waves.


“Good mother, I can see nothing,” she said. “When will he come?”


“That’s a reasonable question,” replied the dwarf, “seeing that he has been in the room for half an hour.”


The blood rushed crimson into the maiden’s cheeks as she glanced around.


“There’s no use in looking for him,” said the dwarf. “You can’t see him, but I can. Young knight, don’t stand there like a stone, with your eyes as wide open as if you were trying to eat her with them. Come here and kiss her hand.”


But the young knight did not dare to advance towards the beautiful maiden; and she, on her side, drooped her head, and turned shyly away from that part of the room to which the dwarf directed her eyes.


“I never saw such tiresome people,” said the dwarf, in a pet. “There’s this young knight, as handsome as he can be, if you could only see him, come over the sea three days and three nights from the country of the Christians, because you called him; and now that he is here, you turn away and won’t hold out your hand, and he is afraid to come and take it. I am angry. Hold out your hand; and you, Sir Knight, come forward.”


When the maiden heard herself thus rebuked, she held out her hand, blushing all over like the sky at sunrise; and Walter of Ilzerley, advancing, fell on his knees and raised it to his lips. As she felt the invisible lips pressed upon her hand, the maiden uttered a little cry, and drew close to the dwarfs side.


“Don’t be frightened,” said the dwarf. “You know that you have been looking out of the window four days and four nights, hoping to see him.”


At this the maiden blushed more deeply than before, and looked imploringly at the Egyptian.


“Well, well,” said the dwarf, “I didn’t say anything, did I? But I must tell now this young knight what he has to do.”


So saying, she turned to Walter of Ilzerley. “As soon as it is dark the guards will make their rounds. When they appear you must attack them.”


The maiden, hearing this, exclaimed:


“O good mother I surely you do not wish the knight to fight single-handed against six!”


Walter of Ilzerley would have assured her that he was willing to fight single-handed against sixty, for her sake; but the same charm that rendered him invisible deprived him of the power of speech. He could but clench the handle of his sword and wish for the moment that should prove how little he valued danger in her cause.


He had not long to wait, for the night was fast coming on. It was no sooner dark than heavy steps were heard ascending the stairs; the door was thrown open, and showed the chief of the guard and his armed soldiers, each holding a lighted torch in one hand and a naked cimeter in the other. They gloomily looked around the room to assure themselves of the presence of all its inmates. At that instant Walter of Ilzerley threw from him the ring, and stood in shining armor and with flashing eyes before their astonished sight. They raised their cimeters and rushed upon him, but he sprang to meet them with uplifted sword. The quiet little room was filled with the clashing of weapons and the fierce cries of the guards; but the fray did not last long. One after another fell under the heavy blows of the Christian knight, until all six lay stretched upon the ground.


“That is well done,” said the dwarf, who had watched the combat with great delight, clapping her hands and screaming with laughter as each successive guard fell to the ground; while the maiden had thrown herself upon her knees, and, burying her face in her hands, was praying earnestly; and the old nurse had crept under a pile of cushions, where nothing was visible of her save her feet.


“Now,” said the dwarf, “take from the sash of the chief of the guard the key which you will find there. It opens every lock in the palace. With that we can let ourselves out.”


The knight took the key from the sash of the chief of the guard, as the dwarf had directed; then taking up the ruby ring, he offered it to the maiden.


“Do as I bid you,” said the dwarf, “and put it on your hand again.”


The knight would have expostulated, but the Egyptian grew angry, and stretched her hand towards him, making a sign. Immediately the ruby ring slid up his finger, and he again became invisible. He tried to remove it, but it remained fast, and he had nothing to do but to submit.


Led by the dwarf, they descended the stairs, and crept stealthily along the garden. As they came near the guard-room, they heard the soldiers wondering why their chief did not return.


“I always thought harm would happen to some of us,” said one of the soldiers, “ever since that Egyptian hag came into the palace. Let us go and look for them; for it grows late, and they should have been back long ago.”


And, leaving the guard-room, all the soldiers came in a body into the garden, and spread themselves through it, searching for their comrades. The maiden and her attendants had crouched down in a thick clump of rose-bushes, which grew so high and broad as to quite conceal them. They remained there, until, at a loud shout, which proceeded from that part of the garden on which the little carved door opened, all the soldiers rushed thither, and they heard their cries of rage and astonishment. Then, quickly rising from their hiding-place, the maiden and the women hurried on, accompanied by the invisible knight. They passed into the deserted guard-room, and thence through many passages, until they reached the circular hall into which the knight had come on his first entrance into the palace. Now for a break from the story. Where do you think that this came from? Another site, that’s where. Sorry if you find this annoying, but you might want to find a site that does the work instead of stealing someone else’s work.


“Stop here,” said the Egyptian. “I must go forward and see whether the slave at the door is awake.”


She stole cautiously forward, and saw the slave sitting cross-legged on the ground, his great eyes shining in the dark passage like two enormous opals. She came back grinning.


“Now I will show you something amusing,” she said; and she began to draw with her finger in the air the outline of a gigantic lion. When she had finished, she blew on the air-drawn figure, and it took the form and color of life, and bounded forward with open jaws and fiery eyes in great leaps towards the negro, who, seeing this unexpected sight, yelled, and took to flight, rolling with incredible agility over and over on the floor like a ball.


The Egyptian shrieked with laughter, as the slave, pursued by the phantom of a lion, disappeared. Then leading forward her companions, she unlocked the little door, and they all stood outside the palace, in the street. The knight lifted the maiden upon his invisible horse, and, leading it by the bridle, followed the steps of the dwarf, who conducted them through many dark and silent streets, down to the water’s edge.


As they neared the shore, they were startled by a sudden glare; and, looking up, they saw in the distance a great column of fire rising from the watch-tower of the sultan’s palace; and the night wind brought to their ears the sound of the clashing of arms, and loud voices.


“We must hurry,” said the dwarf; “but, first, I will make sure that we shall not be pursued.”


So saying, she stooped and scraped together a handful of sand. Then she bade them enter a boat which lay near by.


The knight lifted the maiden from the horse, and carried her to the boat; for, in truth, she was so terrified that she could not have taken a step. The old nurse hobbled in after them, casting many an affrighted glance over her shoulder at the fast increasing, angry blaze; and the Egyptian took her place, standing in the stern; while the knight dipped the oars into the water, and rowed out to the open sea.


As the boat advanced, the dwarf let the sand fall, grain by grain, from her hand; and, as it fell, the water behind them turned to sand, and all the boats and galleys were buried fast in it, so that they could not be stirred. They saw, as they rowed away, a great crowd, led by the soldiers of the guard-room, come rushing down to the water’s edge to pursue them. They heard their angry shouts and cries, and saw their unavailing efforts to raise the half-buried vessels.


The Egyptian turned as the last grain of sand fell from her hand, and, seating herself, composedly said:


“Now we are safe. Lay down your oars, we do not need them.”


A gentle wind sprang up as she spoke, the ruby ring sent forth its rosy light, and the young knight became visible. As he assumed his shape, the maiden raised her eyes timidly to his, intending to thank him; but, perceiving his look riveted upon her, she blushed, and turned away. As the knight looked upon her lovely face, and thought of the delight of her parents when they should receive the maiden from his hands, his eyes filled with tears of joy, and he almost forgot his own promised happiness in the thought of theirs.


Three days and three nights they floated over the sea, borne on by the gentle wind, which never changed nor died away, lighted by the sun by day, and by the rosy radiance of the ring at night. On the fourth night they saw a light far off on the water’s edge, at the end, as it were, of the pathway traced by the ruddy rays.


When the dwarf saw the light, she heaved a deep sigh, and said to the knight:


“Give me now the ring. You have no further need for it.”


And the knight drew from his finger the ring, and gave it to her. Then she said to the maiden — “Child, when you saved me from those who were about to take my life, I vowed one day to repay an equal benefit to you. Look at that light, far in the distance. It shines before your home. There, on the shore of the sea, stand your father and your mother, with out-stretched arms, waiting to embrace you. I have kept my vow. Kiss me, my child.”


The maiden pressed her sweet lips to the old Egyptian’s withered cheek, but suddenly she felt upon them nothing but air. The dwarf had vanished utterly, and the rosy light also.


“Monarè! Monarè!” cried the maiden, but no voice replied. Only in the distance, from the bosom of a little white cloud, came a breath that sounded like “Farewell.”


The boat sped on, wafted by the wind; and, as it approached, they saw the light higher and broader, and they could distinguish the figures of the count and the countess, surrounded by all their friends and retainers, holding high in the air torches whose waving light flashed out upon the sea, and showed the crowd of eager faces all turned upon the fast advancing boat.


As the keel grated on the shore, Walter of Ilzerley leaped from the boat, bearing the maiden, and delivered her into her parents’ arms.


They wept aloud for joy as they kissed and folded to their hearts the beautiful maiden whom they had last seen as a babe in her nurse’s arms; and their retainers shouted for gladness in welcome to the daughter of the house; they pressed with joyous acclaim around the knight who had rescued her from the captivity wherein she had been bound, and greeted over and over again the old nurse who had been lost to sight for so many years.


When her parents had kissed and blessed the maiden, Father Anselm advanced, and laid his hand upon her head. Then the maiden and her parents, and Walter of Ilzerley, and all around, knelt upon the shore; and the old priest lifted up his voice, and blessed the maiden, and praised and thanked God.


There was reveling at the count’s castle for all that week; and not only the rich and gay, but the poor and lonely rejoiced also, for the count and countess sent out and summoned all the poor of the whole country round, and feasted them in the courtyard, for they wished the sympathy of all in their great joy and happiness. And on the seventh day the maiden was married to the knight by Father Anselm, in the chapel of the castle, before a great crowd of lords and ladies, who had assembled from all the castles far and wide. But there was none among all the ladies who could compare for beauty and gentleness and grace with the maiden, as she stood in her long white robes and snowy veil beside the knight who had delivered her from her captivity.





Arabesques: Monarè. Apollyona. Domitia. Ombra  (1872)





The Man-Wolf


Émile Erckmann


Alexandre Chatrian


1876







— I —


About Christmas time in the year 18__, as I was lying fast asleep at the Cygne at Fribourg, my old friend Gideon Sperver broke abruptly into my room, crying—


“Fritz, I have good news for you; I am going to take you to Nideck, two leagues from this place. You know Nideck, the finest baronial castle in the country, a grand monument of the glory of our forefathers?”


Now I had not seen Sperver, who was my foster-father, for sixteen years; he had grown a full beard in that time, a huge fox-skin cap covered his head, and he was holding his lantern close under my nose. It was, therefore, only natural that I should answer—


“In the first place let us do things in order. Tell me who you are.”


“Who I am? What! don’t you remember Gideon Sperver, the Schwartzwald huntsman? You would not be so ungrateful, would you? Was it not I who taught you to set a trap, to lay wait for the foxes along the skirts of the woods, to start the dogs after the wild birds? Do you remember me now? Look at my left ear, with a frost-bite.”


“Now I know you; that left ear of yours has done it; Shake hands.”


Sperver, passing the back of his hand across his eyes, went on—


“You know Nideck?”


“Of course I do — by reputation; what have you to do there?”


“I am the count’s chief huntsman.”


“And who has sent you?”


“The young Countess Odile.”


“Very good. How soon are we to start?”


“This moment. The matter is urgent; the old count is very ill, and his daughter has begged me not to lose a moment. The horses are quite ready.”


“But, Gideon, my dear fellow, just look out at the weather; it has been snowing three days without cessation.”


“Oh, nonsense; we are not going out boar-hunting; put on your thick coat, buckle on your spurs, and let us prepare to start. I will order something to eat first.” And he went out, first adding, “Be sure to put on your cape.”


I could never refuse old Gideon anything; from my childhood he could do anything with me with a nod or a sign; so I equipped myself and came into the coffee-room.


“I knew,” he said, “that you would not let me go back without you. Eat every bit of this slice of ham, and let us drink a stirrup cup, for the horses are getting impatient. I have had your portmanteau put in.”


“My portmanteau! what is that for?”


“Yes, it will be all right; you will have to stay a few days at Nideck, that is indispensable, and I will tell you why presently.”


So we went down into the courtyard.


At that moment two horsemen arrived, evidently tired out with riding, their horses in a perfect lather of foam. Sperver, who had always been a great admirer of a fine horse, expressed his surprise and admiration at these splendid animals.


“What beauties! They are of the Wallachian breed, I can see, as finely formed as deer, and as swift. Nicholas, throw a cloth over them quickly, or they will take cold.”


The travelers, muffled in Siberian furs, passed close by us just as we were going to mount. I could only discern the long brown mustache of one, and his singularly bright and sparkling eyes.


They entered the hotel.


The groom was holding our horses by the bridle. He wished us bon voyage, removed his hand, and we were off.


Sperver rode a pure Mecklemburg. I was mounted on a stout cob bred in the Ardennes, full of fire; we flew over the snowy ground. In ten minutes we had left Fribourg behind us.


The sky was beginning to clear up. As far as the eye could reach we could distinguish neither road, path, nor track. Our only company were the ravens of the Black Forest spreading their hollow wings wide over the banks of snow, trying one place after another unsuccessfully for food, and croaking, “Misery! misery!”


Gideon, with his weather-beaten countenance, his fur cloak and cap, galloped on ahead, whistling airs from the Freyschütz; sometimes as he turned I could see the sparkling drops of moisture hanging from his long mustache.


“Well, Fritz, my boy, this is a fine winter’s morning.”


“So it is, but it is rather severe; don’t you think so?”


“I am fond of a clear hard frost,” he replied; “it promotes circulation. If our old minister Tobias had but the courage to start out in weather like this he would soon put an end to his rheumatic pains.”


I smiled, I am afraid, involuntarily.


After an hour of this rapid pace Sperver slackened his speed and let me come abreast of him.


“Fritz, I shall have to tell you the object of this journey at some time, I suppose?”


“I was beginning to think I ought to know what I am going about.”


“A good many doctors have already been consulted.”


“Indeed!”


“Yes, some came from Berlin in great wigs who only asked to see the patient’s tongue. Others from Switzerland examined him another way. The doctors from Paris stared at their patient through magnifying glasses to learn something from his physiognomy. But all their learning was wasted, and they got large fees in reward of their ignorance.”


“Is that the way you speak of us medical gentlemen?”


“I am not alluding to you at all. I have too much respect for you, and if I should happen to break my leg I don’t know that there is another that I should prefer to yourself to treat me as a patient, but you have not discovered an optical instrument yet to tell what is going on inside of us.”


“How do you know that?”


At this reply the worthy fellow looked at me doubtfully as if he thought me a quack like the rest, yet he replied—


“Well, Fritz, if you have indeed such a glass it will be wanted now, for the count’s complaint is internal; it is a terrible kind of illness, something like madness. You know that madness shows itself in either nine hours, nine days, or nine weeks?”


“So it is said; but not having noticed this myself, I cannot say that it is so.”


“Still you know there are agues which return at periods of either three, six, or nine years. There are singular works in this machinery of ours. Whenever this human clockwork is wound up in some particular way, fever, or indigestion, or toothache returns at the very hour and day.”


“Why, Gideon, I am quite aware of that; those periodical complaints are the greatest trouble we have.”


“I am sorry to hear it, for the count’s complaint is periodical; it comes back every year, on the same day, at the same hour; his mouth runs over with foam, his eyes stand out white and staring, like great billiard-balls; he shakes from head to foot, and he gnashes with his teeth.”


“Perhaps this man has had serious troubles to go through?”


“No, he has not. If his daughter would but consent to be married he would be the happiest man alive. He is rich and powerful and full of honors. He possesses everything that the rest of the world is coveting. Unfortunately his daughter persists in refusing every offer of marriage. She consecrates her life to God, and it harasses him to think that the ancient house of Nideck will become extinct.”


“How did his illness come on?” I asked.


“Suddenly, ten years ago,” was the reply.


All at once the honest fellow seemed to be recollecting himself. He took from his pocket a short pipe, filled it, and having lighted it—


“One evening,” said he, “I was sitting alone with the count in the armory of the castle. It was about Christmas time. We had been hunting wild boars the whole day in the valleys of the Rhéthal, and had returned at night bringing home with us two of our boar-hounds ripped open from head to tail. It was just as cold as it is tonight, with snow and frost. The count was pacing up and down the room with his chin upon his breast and his hands crossed behind him, like a man in profound thought. From time to time he stopped to watch the gathering snow on the high windows, and I was warming myself in the chimney corner, bewailing my dead hounds, and bestowing maledictions on all the wild boars that infest the Schwartzwald. Everybody at Nideck had been asleep a couple of hours, and not a sound could be heard but the tread and the clank of the count’s heavy spurred boots upon the flags. I remember well that a crow, no doubt driven by a gust of wind, came flapping its wings against the windowpanes, uttering a discordant shriek, and how the sheets of snow fell from the windows, and the windows suddenly changed from white to black—”


“But what has all this to do with your master’s illness?” I interrupted.


“Let me go on — you will soon see. At that cry the count suddenly gathered himself together with a shuddering movement, his eyes became fixed with a glassy stare, his cheeks were bloodless, and he bent his head forward just like a hunter catching the sound of his approaching game. I went on warming myself, and I thought, ‘Won’t he soon go to bed now?’ for, to tell you the truth, I was overcome with fatigue. All these details, Fritz, are still present in my memory. Scarcely had the bird of ill omen croaked its unearthly cry when the old clock struck eleven. At that moment the count turns on his heel — he listens, his lips tremble, I can see him staggering like a drunken man. He stretches out his hands, his jaws are tightly clenched, his eyes staring and white. I cried, ‘My lord, what is the matter?’ but he began to laugh discordantly like a madman, stumbled, and fell upon the stone floor, face downwards. I called for help; servants came round. Sébalt took the count by the shoulders; we removed him to a bed near the window; but just as I was loosening the count’s neckerchief — for I was afraid it was apoplexy — the countess came and flung herself upon the body of her father, uttering such heartrending cries that the very remembrance of them makes me shudder.”


Here Gideon took his pipe from his lips, knocked the ashes out upon the pommel of his saddle, and pursued his tale in a saddened voice.


“From that day, Fritz, none but evil days have come upon Nideck, and better times seem to be far off. Every year at the same day and hour the count has shuddering fits. The malady lasts from a week to a fortnight, during which he howls and yells so frightfully that it makes a man’s blood run cold to hear him. Then he slowly recovers his usual health. He is still pale and weak, and moves trembling from one chair to another, starting at the least noise or movement, and fearful of his own shadow. The young countess, the sweetest creature in the world, never leaves his side; but he cannot endure her while the fit is upon him. He roars at her, ‘Go, leave me this moment! I have enough to endure without seeing you hanging about me!’ It is a horrible sight. I am always close at his heels in the chase, I who sound the horn when he has killed the forest beasts; I am at the head of all his retainers, and I would give my life for his sake; yet when he is at his worst I can hardly keep off my hands from his throat, I am so horrified at the way in which he treats his beautiful daughter.”


Sperver looked dangerously wroth for a moment, clapped both his spurs to his mount, and we rode on at a hard gallop.


I had fallen into a reverie. The cure of a complaint of this description appeared to me more than doubtful, even impossible. It was evidently a mental disorder. To fight against it with any hope of success it would be needful to trace it back to its origin, and this would, no doubt, be too remote for successful investigation.


All these reflections perplexed me greatly. The old huntsman’s story, far from strengthening my hopes, only depressed me — not a very favorable condition to insure success. At about three we came in sight of the ancient castle of Nideck on the verge of the horizon. In spite of the great distance we could distinguish the projecting turrets, apparently suspended from the angles of the edifice. It was but a dim outline barely distinguishable from the blue sky, but soon the red points of the Vosges became visible.


At that moment Sperver drew in his bridle and said—


“Fritz, we shall have to get there before night — onward!”


But it was in vain that he spurred and lashed. The horse stood rooted to the ground, his ears thrown back, his nostrils dilated, his sides panting, his legs firmly planted in an attitude of resistance.


“What is the matter with the beast?” cried Gideon in astonishment. “Do you see anything, Fritz? Surely—”


He broke off abruptly, pointing with his whip at a dark form in the snow fifty yards off, on the slope of the hill.


“The Black Plague!” he exclaimed with a voice of distress which almost robbed me of my self-possession.


Following the indication of his outstretched whip I discerned with astonishment an aged woman crouching on the snowy ground, with her arms clasped about her knees, and so tattered that her red elbows came through her tattered sleeves. A few ragged locks of gray hung about her long, scraggy, red, and vulture-like neck.


Strange to say, a bundle of some kind lay upon her knees, and her haggard eyes were directed upon distant objects in the white landscape.


Spencer drew off to the left, giving the hideous object as wide a berth as he could, and I had some difficulty in following him.


“Now,” I cried, “what is all this for? Are you joking?”


“Joking? — assuredly not! I never joke about such serious matters. I am not given to superstition, but I confess that I am alarmed at this meeting!”


Then turning his head, and noticing that the old woman had not moved, and that her eyes were fixed upon the same one spot, he appeared to gather a little courage.


“Fritz,” he said solemnly, “you are a man of learning — you know many things of which I know nothing at all. Well, I can tell you this, that a man is in the wrong who laughs at a thing because he can’t understand it. I have good reasons for calling this woman the Black Plague. She is known by that name in the whole Black Forest, but here at Nideck she has earned that title by supreme right.”


And the good man pursued his way without further observation.


“Now, Sperver, just explain what you mean,” I asked, “for I don’t understand you.”


“That woman is the ruin of us all. She is a witch. She is the cause of it all. It is she who is killing the count by inches.”


“How is that possible?” I exclaimed. “How could she exercise such a baneful influence?”


“I cannot tell how it is. All I know is, that on the very day that the attack comes on, at the very moment, if you will ascend the beacon tower, you will see the Black Plague squatting down like a dark speck on the snow just between the Tiefenbach and the castle of Nideck. She sits there alone, crouching close to the snow. Every day she comes a little nearer, and every day the attacks grow worse. You would think he hears her approach. Sometimes on the first day, when the fits of trembling have come over him, he has said to me, ‘Gideon, I feel her coming.’ I hold him by the arms and restrain the shuddering somewhat, but he still repeats, stammering and struggling with his agony, and his eyes staring and fixed, ‘She is coming — nearer — oh — oh — she comes!’ Then I go up Hugh Lupus’s tower; I survey the country. You know I have a keen eye for distant objects. At last, amidst the gray mists afar off, between sky and earth, I can just make out a dark speck. The next morning that black spot has grown larger. The Count of Nideck goes to bed with chattering teeth. The next day again we can make out the figure of the old hag; the fierce attacks begin; the count cries out. The day after, the witch is at the foot of the mountain, and the consequence is that the count’s jaws are set like a vice; his mouth foams; his eyes turn in his head. Vile creature! Twenty times I have had her within gunshot, and the count has bid me shed no blood. ‘No, Sperver, no; let us have no bloodshed.’ Poor man, he is sparing the life of the wretch who is draining his life from him, for she is killing him, Fritz; he is reduced to skin and bone.”


My good friend Gideon was in too great a rage with the unhappy woman to make it possible to bring him back to calm reason. Besides, who can draw the limits around the region of possibility? Every day we see the range of reality extending more widely. Unseen and unknown influences, marvelous correspondences, invisible bonds, some kind of mysterious magnetism, are, on the one hand, proclaimed as undoubted facts, and denied on the other with irony and scepticism, and yet who can say that after a while there will not be some astonishing revelations breaking in in the midst of us all when we least expect it? In the midst of so much ignorance it seems easy to lay a claim to wisdom and shrewdness.


I therefore only begged Sperver to moderate his anger, and by no means to fire upon the Black Plague, warning him that such a proceeding would bring serious misfortune upon him.


“Pooh!” he cried; “at the very worst they could but hang me.”


But that, I remarked, was a good deal for an honest man to suffer.


“Not at all,” he cried; “it is but one kind of death out of many. You are suffocated, that is all. I would just as soon die of that as of a hammer falling on my head, as in apoplexy, or not to be able to sleep, or smoke, or swallow, or digest my food.”


“You, Gideon, with your gray beard, you have learnt a peculiar mode of reasoning.”


“Grey beard or not, that is my way of seeing things. I always keep a ball in my double-barreled gun at the witch’s service; from time to time I put in a fresh charge, and if I get the chance—”


He only added an expressive gesture.


“Quite wrong, Sperver, quite wrong. I agree with the Count of Nideck, and I say no bloodshed. Oceans cannot wipe away blood shed in anger. Think of that, and discharge that barrel against the first boar you meet.”


These words seemed to make some impression upon the old huntsman; he hung down his head and looked thoughtful.


We were then climbing the wooded steeps which separate the poor village of Tiefenbach from the Castle of Nideck.


Night had closed in. As it always happens with us after a bright clear winter’s day, snow was again beginning to fall, heavy flakes dropped and melted upon our horses’ manes, who were beginning now to pluck up their spirits at the near prospect of the comfortable stable.


Now and then Sperver looked over his shoulder with evident uneasiness; and I myself was not altogether free from a feeling of apprehension in thinking of the strange account which the huntsman had given me of his master’s complaint.


Besides all this, there is a certain harmony between external nature and the spirit of a man, and I know of nothing more depressing than a gloomy forest loaded in every branch with thick snow and hoar frost, and moaning in the north wind. The gaunt and weird-looking trunks of the tall pines and the gnarled and massive oaks look mournfully upon you, and fill you with melancholy thoughts.


As we ascended the rocky eminence the oaks became fewer, and scattered birches, straight and white as marble pillars, divided the dark green of the forest pines, when in a moment, as we issued from a thicket, the ancient stronghold stood before us in a heavy mass, its dark surface studded with brilliant points of light.


Sperver had pulled up before a deep gateway between two towers, barred in by an iron grating.


“Here we are,” he cried, throwing the reins on the horses’ necks.


He laid hold of the deer’s-foot bell-handle, and the clear sound of a bell broke the stillness.


After waiting a few minutes the light of a lantern flickered in the deep archway, showing us in its semicircular frame of ruddy light the figure of a humpbacked dwarf, yellow-bearded, broad-shouldered, and wrapped in furs from head to foot.


You might have thought him, in the deep shadow, some gnome or evil spirit of earth realized out of the dreams of the Niebelungen Lieder.


He came towards us at a very leisurely pace, and laid his great flat features close against the massive grating, straining his eyes, and trying to make us out in the darkness in which we were standing.


“Is that you, Sperver?” he asked in a hoarse voice.


“Open at once, Knapwurst,” was the quick reply. “Don’t you know how cold it is?”


“Oh! I know you now,” cried the little man; “there’s no mistaking you. You always speak as if you were going to gobble people up.”


The door opened, and the dwarf, examining me with his lantern, with an odd expression in his face, received me with “Willkommen, herr doctor,” but which seemed to say besides, “Here is another who will have to go away again as others have done.” Then he quietly closed the door, whilst we alighted, and came to take our horses by the bridle.





— II —


Following Sperver, who ascended the staircase with rapid steps, I was still able to convince myself that the Castle of Nideck had not an undeserved reputation.


It was a true stronghold, partly cut out of the rock, such as used formerly to be called a château d’ambuscade. Its lofty vaulted arches re-echoed afar with our steps, and the outside air blowing with sharp gusts through the loopholes — narrow slits made for the archers of former days — caused our torches to flare and flicker from space to space over the faintly-illuminated protruding lines of the arches as they caught the uncertain light.


Sperver knew every nook and corner of this vast place. He turned now to the right and now to the left, and I followed him breathless. At last he stopped on a spacious landing, and said to me—


“Now, Fritz, I will leave you for a minute with the people of the castle to inform the young Countess Odile of your arrival.”


“Do just what you think right.”


“Then you will find the head butler, Tobias Offenloch, an old soldier of the regiment of Nideck. He campaigned in France under the count; and you will see his wife, a Frenchwoman, Marie Lagoutte, who pretends that she comes of a high family.”


“And why should she not?”


“Of course she might; but, between ourselves, she was nothing but a cantinière in the Grande Armée. She brought in Tobias Offenloch upon her cart, with one of his legs gone, and he has married her out of gratitude. You understand?”


“That will do, but open, for I am numb with cold.”


And I was about to push on; but Sperver, as obstinate as any other good German, was not going to let me off without edifying me upon the history of the people with whom my lot was going to be cast for awhile, and holding me by the frogs of my fur coat he went on—


“There’s, besides, Sébalt Kraft, the master of the hounds; he is rather a dismal fellow, but he has not his equal at sounding the horn; and there will be Karl Trumpf, the butler, and Christian Becker, and everybody, unless they have all gone to bed.”


Thereupon Sperver pushed open the door, and I stood in some surprise on the threshold of a high, dark hall, the guard room of the old lords of Nideck.


My eyes fell at first upon the three windows at the farther end, looking out upon the sheer rocky precipice. On the right stood an old sideboard in dark oak, and upon it a cask, glasses, and bottles; on the left a Gothic chimney overhung with its heavy massive mantelpiece, empurpled by the brilliant roaring fire underneath, and ornamented on both front and sides with wood-carvings representing scenes from boar-hunts in the Middle Ages, and along the center of the apartment a long table, upon which stood a huge lamp throwing its light upon a dozen pewter tankards.


At one glance I saw all this; but the human portion of the scene interested me most.


I recognized the major-domo, or head butler, by his wooden leg, of which I had already heard; he was of low stature, round, fat, and rosy, and his knees seldom coming within an easy range of his eyesight; a nose red and bulbous like a ripe raspberry; on his head he wore a huge hemp-colored wig, bulging out over his fat poll; a coat of light green plush, with steel buttons as large as a five-franc piece; velvet breeches, silk stockings, and shoes garnished with silver buckles. He was just with his hand upon the top of the cask, with an air of inexpressible satisfaction beaming upon his ruddy features, and his eyes glowing in profile, from the reflection of the fire, like a couple of watch-glasses.


His wife, the worthy Marie Lagoutte, her spare figure draped in voluminous folds, her long and sallow face like a skin of chamois leather, was playing at cards with two servants who were gravely seated on straight-backed armchairs. Certain small split pegs were seated astride across the nose of the old woman and that of another player, whilst the third was significantly and cunningly winking his eye and seeming to enjoy seeing them victimized upon these new Caudine Forks.


“How many cards?” he was asking.


“Two,” answered the old woman.


“And you, Christian?”


“Two.”


“Aha! now I have got you, then. Cut the king — now the ace — here’s one, here’s another. Another peg, mother! This will teach you once more not to brag about French games.”


“Monsieur Christian, you don’t treat the fair sex with proper respect.”


“At cards you respect nobody.”


“But you see I have no room left!”


“Pooh, on a nose like yours there’s always room for more!”


At that moment Sperver cried—


“Mates, here I am!”


“Ha! Gideon, back already?”


Marie Lagoutte shook off her numerous pegs with a jerk of her head. The big butler drank off his glass. Everybody turned our way.


“Is monseigneur better?”


The butler answered with a doubtful ejaculation.


“Is he just the same?”


“Much about,” answered Marie Lagoutte, who never took her eyes off me.


Sperver noticed this.


“Let me introduce to you my foster-son, Doctor Fritz, from the Black Forest,” he answered proudly. “Now we shall see a change, Master Tobie. Now that Fritz has come the abominable fits will be put an end to. If I had but been listened to earlier — but better late than never.”


Marie Lagoutte was still watching us, and her scrutiny seemed satisfactory, for, addressing the major-domo, she said—


“Now, Monsieur Offenloch, hand the doctor a chair; move about a little, do! There you stand with your mouth wide open, just like a fish. Ah, sir, these Germans!”


And the good man, jumping up as if moved by a spring, came to take off my cloak.


“Permit me, sir.”


“You are very kind, my dear lady.”


“Give it to me. What terrible weather! Ah, monsieur, what a dreadful country this is!”


“So monseigneur is neither better nor worse,” said Sperver, shaking the snow off his cap; “we are not too late, then. Ho, Kasper! Kasper!”


A little man, who had one shoulder higher than the other, and his face spotted with innumerable freckles, came out of the chimney corner.


“Here I am!”


“Very good; now get ready for this gentleman the bedroom at the end of the long gallery — Hugh’s room; you know which I mean.”


“Yes, Sperver, in a minute.”


“And you will take with you, as you go, the doctor’s knapsack. Knapwurst will give it you. As for supper—”


“Never you mind. That is my business.”


“Very well, then. I will depend upon you.”


The little man went out, and Gideon, after taking off his cape, left us to go and inform the young countess of my arrival.


I was rather overpowered with the attentions of Marie Lagoutte.


“Give up that place of yours, Sébalt,” she cried to the kennel-keeper. “You are roasted enough by this time. Sit near the fire, monsieur le docteur; you must have very cold feet. Stretch out your legs; that’s the way.”


Then, holding out her snuff-box to me—


“Do you take snuff?”


“No, dear madam, with many thanks.”


“That is a pity,” she answered, filling both nostrils. “It is the most delightful habit.”


She slipped her snuff-box back into her apron pocket, and went on—


“You are come not a bit too soon. Monseigneur had his second attack yesterday; it was an awful attack, was it not, Monsieur Offenloch?”


“Furious indeed,” answered the head butler gravely.


“It is not surprising,” she continued, “when a man takes no nourishment. Fancy, monsieur, that for two days he has never tasted broth!”


“Nor a glass of wine,” added the major-domo, crossing his hands over his portly, well-lined person.


As it seemed expected of me, I expressed my surprise, on which Tobias Offenloch came to sit at my right hand, and said—


“Doctor, take my advice; order him a bottle a day of Marcobrunner.”


“And,” chimed in Marie Lagoutte, “a wing of a chicken at every meal. The poor man is frightfully thin.”


“We have got Marcobrunner sixty years in bottle,” added the major-domo, “for it is a mistake of Madame Offenloch’s to suppose that the French drank it all. And you had better order, while you are about it, now and then, a good bottle of Johannisberg. That is the best wine to set a man up again.”


“Time was,” remarked the master of the hounds in a dismal voice — “time was when monseigneur hunted twice a week; then he was well; when he left off hunting, then he fell ill.”


“Of course it could not be otherwise,” observed Marie Lagoutte. “The open air gives you an appetite. The doctor had better order him to hunt three times a week to make up for lost time.”


“Two would be enough,” replied the man of dogs with the same gravity; “quite enough. The hounds must have their rest. Dogs have just as much right to rest as we have.”


There was a few moments’ silence, during which I could hear the wind beating against the windowpanes, and rush, sighing and wailing, through the loopholes into the towers.


Sébalt sat with legs across, and his elbow resting on his knee, gazing into the fire with unspeakable dolefulness. Marie Lagoutte, after having refreshed herself with a fresh pinch, was settling her snuff into shape in its box, while I sat thinking on the strange habit people indulge in of pressing their advice upon those who don’t want it.


At this moment the major-domo rose.


“Will you have a glass of wine, doctor?” said he, leaning over the back of my armchair.


“Thank you, but I never drink before seeing a patient.”


“What! not even one little glass?”


“Not the smallest glass you could offer me.”


He opened his eyes wide and looked with astonishment at his wife.


“The doctor is right,” she said. “I am quite of his opinion. I prefer to drink with my meat, and to take a glass of cognac afterwards. That is what the ladies do in France. Cognac is more fashionable than kirschwasser!”


Marie Lagoutte had hardly finished with her dissertation when Sperver opened the door quietly and beckoned me to follow him.


I bowed to the “honorable company,” and as I was entering the passage I could hear that lady saying to her husband—


“That is a nice young man. He would have made a good-looking soldier.”


Sperver looked uneasy, but said nothing. I was full of my own thoughts.


A few steps under the darkling vaults of Nideck completely effaced from my memory the queer figures of Tobias and Marie Lagoutte, poor harmless creatures, existing like bats under the mighty wing of the vulture.


Soon Gideon brought me into a sumptuous apartment hung with violet-colored velvet, relieved with gold. A bronze lamp stood in a corner, its brightness toned down by a globe of ground crystal; thick carpets, soft as the turf on the hills, made our steps noiseless. It seemed a fit abode for silence and meditation.


On entering Sperver lifted the heavy draperies which fell around an ogee window. I observed him straining his eyes to discover something in the darkened distance; he was trying to make out whether the witch still lay there crouching down upon the snow in the midst of the plain; but he could see nothing, for there was deep darkness over all.


But I had gone on a few steps, and came in sight, by the faint rays of the lamp, of a pale, delicate figure seated in a Gothic chair not far from the sick man. It was Odile of Nideck. Her long black silk dress, her gentle expression of calm self-devotion and complete resignation, the ideal angel-like cast of her sweet features, recalled to one’s mind those mysterious creations of the pencil in the Middle Ages when painting was pursued as a true art, but which modern imitators have found themselves obliged to give up in despair, while at the same time they never can forget them.


I cannot say what thoughts passed rapidly through my mind at the sight of this fair creature, but certainly much of devotion mingled with my sentiments. A sense of music and harmony swept sadly through by soul, with faint impressions of the old ballads of my childhood — of those pious songs with which the kind nurses of the Black Forest rock to peaceful sleep our infant sorrows.


At my approach Odile rose.


“You are very welcome, monsieur le docteur,” she said with touching kindness and simplicity; then, pointing with her finger to a recess where lay the count, she added, “There is my father.”


I bowed respectfully and without answering, for I felt deeply affected, and drew near to my patient.


Sperver, standing at the head of the bed, held up the lamp with one hand, holding his far cap in the other. Odile stood at my left hand. The light, softened by the subdued light of the globe of ground crystal, fell softly on the face of the count.


At once I was struck with a strangeness in the physiognomy of the Count of Nideck, and in spite of all the admiration which his lovely daughter had at once obtained from me, my first conclusion was, “What an old wolf!”


And such he seemed to be indeed. A gray head, covered with short, close hair, strangely full behind the ears, and drawn out in the face to a portentous length, the narrowness of his forehead up to its summit widening over the eyebrows, which were shaggy and met, pointing downwards over the bridge of the nose, imperfectly shading with their sable outline the cold and inexpressive eyes; the short, rough beard, irregularly spread over the angular and bony outline of the mouth — every feature of this man’s dreadful countenance made me shudder, and strange notions crossed my mind about the mysterious affinities between man and the lower creation.


But I resisted my first impressions and took the sick man’s hand. It was dry and wiry, yet small and strong; I found the pulse quick, feverish, and denoting great irritability.


What was I to do?


I stood considering; on the one side stood the young lady, anxiously trying to read a little hope in my face; on the other Sperver, equally anxious and watching my every movement. A painful constraint lay, therefore, upon me, yet I saw that there was nothing definite that could be attempted yet.


I dropped the arm and listened to the breathing. From time to time a convulsive sob heaved the sick man’s heart, after which followed a succession of quick, short respirations. A kind of nightmare was evidently weighing him down — epilepsy, perhaps, or tetanus. But what could be the cause or origin?


I turned round full of painful thoughts.


“Is there any hope, sir?” asked the young countess.


“Yesterday’s crisis is drawing to its close,” I answered; “we must see if we can prevent its recurrence.”


“Is there any possibility of it, sir?”


I was about to answer in general medical terms, not daring to venture any positive assertions, when the distant sound of the bell at the gate fell upon our ears.


“Visitors,” said Sperver.


There was a moment’s silence.


“Go and see who it is,” said Odile, whose brow was for a minute shaded with anxiety. “How can one be hospitable to strangers at such a time? It is hardly possible!”


But the door opened, and a rosy face, with golden hair, appeared in the shadow, and said in a whisper—


“It is the Baron of Zimmer-Bluderich, with a servant, and he asks for shelter in the Nideck. He has lost his way among the mountains.”


“Very well, Gretchen,” answered the young countess, kindly; “go and tell the steward to attend to the Baron de Zimmer. Inform him that the count is very ill, and that this alone prevents him from doing the honors as he would wish. Wake up some of our people to wait on him, and let everything be done properly.”


Nothing could exceed the sweet and noble simplicity of the young châtelaine in giving her orders. If an air of distinction seems hereditary in some families it is surely because the exercise of the duties conferred by the possession of wealth has a natural tendency to ennoble the whole character and bearing.


These thoughts passed through my mind whilst admiring the grace and gentleness in every movement of Odile of Nideck, and that clearness and purity of outline which is only found marked in the features of the higher aristocracy, and I could recall nothing to my recollection equal to this ideal beauty.


“Go now, Gretchen,” said the young countess, “and make haste.”


The attendant went out, and I stood a few seconds under the influence of the charm of her manner.


Odile turned round, and addressing me, “You see, sir,” said she with a sad smile, “one may not indulge in grief without a pause; we must divide ourselves between our affection within and the world without.”


“True, madam,” I replied; “souls of the highest order are for the common property and advantage of the unhappy — the lost wayfarer, the sick, the hungry poor — each has his claim for a share, for God has made them like the stars of heaven to give light and pleasure to all.”


The deep-fringed eyelids veiled the blue eyes for a moment, while Sperver pressed my hand.


Presently she pursued—


“Ah, if you could but restore my father’s health!”


“As I have had the pleasure to inform you, madam, the crisis is past; the return must be anticipated, if possible.”


“Do you hope that it may?”


“With God’s help, madam, it is not impossible; I will think carefully over it.”


Odile, much moved, came with me to the door. Sperver and I crossed the ante-room, where a few servants were waiting for the orders of their mistress. We had just entered the corridor when Gideon, who was walking first, turned quickly round, and, placing both his hands on my shoulders, said—


“Come, Fritz; I am to be depended upon for keeping a secret; what is your opinion?”


“I think there is no cause of apprehension for tonight.”


“I know that — so you told the countess — but how about tomorrow?”


“Tomorrow?”


“Yes; don’t turn round. I suppose you cannot prevent the return of the complaint; do you think, Fritz, he will die of it?”


“It is possible, but hardly probable.”


“Well done!” cried the good man, springing from the ground with joy; “if you don’t think so, that means that you are sure.”


And taking my arm, he drew me into the gallery. We had just reached it when the Baron of Zimmer-Bluderich and his groom appeared there also, marshaled by Sébalt with a lighted torch in his hand. They were on their way to their chambers, and those two figures, with their cloaks flung over their shoulders, their loose Hungarian boots up to the knees, the body closely girt with long dark-green laced and frogged tunics, and the bear-skin cap closely and warmly covering the head, were very picturesque objects by the flickering light of the pine-torch.


“There,” whispered Sperver, “if I am not very much mistaken, those are our Fribourg friends; they have followed very close upon our heels.”


“You are quite right: they are the men; I recognize the younger by his tall, slender figure, his aquiline nose, and his long, drooping mustache.”


They disappeared through a side passage.


Gideon took a torch from the wall, and guided me through quite a maze of corridors, aisles, narrow and wide passages, under high vaulted roofs and under low-built arches; who could remember? There seemed no end.


“Here is the hall of the margraves,” said he; “here is the portrait-gallery, and this is the chapel, where no mass has been said since Louis the Bold became a Protestant.”


All these particulars had very little interest for me.


After reaching the end we had again to go down steps; at last we happily came to the end of our journey before a low massive door. Sperver took a huge key out of his pocket, and handing me the torch, said—


“Mind the light — look out!”


At the same time he pushed open the door, and the cold outside air rushed into the narrow passage. The torch flared and sent out a volley of sparks in all directions. I thought I saw a dark abyss before me, and recoiled with fear.


“Ha, ha, ha!” cried the huntsman, opening his mouth from ear to ear, “you are surely not afraid, Fritz? Come on; don’t be frightened! We are upon the parapet between the castle and the old tower.”


And my friend advanced to set me the example.


The narrow granite-walled platform was deep in snow, swept in swirling banks by the angry winds. Anyone who had seen our flaring torch from below would have asked, “What are they doing up there in the clouds? what can they want at this time of the night?”


Perhaps, I thought within myself, the witch is looking up at us, and that idea gave me a fit of shuddering. I drew closer together the folds of my horseman’s cloak, and with my hand upon my hat, I set off after Sperver at a run; he was raising the light above his head to show me the road, and was moving forward rapidly.


We rushed into the tower and then into Hugh Lupus’s chamber. A bright fire saluted us here with its cheerful rays; how delightful to be once more sheltered by thick walls!


I had stopped while Sperver closed the door, and contemplating this ancient abode, I cried—


“Thank God! we shall rest now!”


“With a well-furnished table before us,” added Gideon. “Don’t stand there with your nose in the air, but rather consider what is before you — a leg of a kid, a couple of roast fowls, a pike fresh caught, with parsley sauce; cold meats and hot wines, that’s what I like. Kasper has attended to my orders like a real good fellow.”


Gideon spoke the truth. The meats were cold and the wines were warm, for in front of the fire stood a row of small bottles under the gentle influence of the heat.


At the sight of these good things my appetite rose in me wonderfully. But Sperver, who understood what is comfortable, stopped me.


“Fritz,” said he, “don’t let us be in too great a hurry; we have plenty of time; the fowls won’t fly away. Your boots must hurt you. After eight hours on horseback it is pleasant to take off one’s boots, that’s my principle. Now sit down, put your boot between my knees; there goes one off, now the other, that’s the way; now put your feet into these slippers, take off your cloak and throw this lighter coat over your shoulders. Now we are ready.”


And with his cheery summons I sat down with him to work, one on each side of the table, remembering the German proverb — “Thirst comes from the evil one, but good wine from the Powers above.”





— III —


We ate with the vigorous appetite which ten hours in the snows of the Black Forest would be sure to provoke.


Sperver making indiscriminate attacks upon the kid, the fowls, and the fish, murmured with his mouth full—


“The woods, the lakes and rivers, and the heathery hills are full of good things!”


Then he leaned over the back of his chair, and laying his hand on the first bottle that came to hand, he added—


“And we have hills green in spring, purple in autumn when the grapes ripen. Your health, Fritz!”


“Yours, Gideon!”


We were a wonder to behold. We reciprocally admired each other.


The fire crackled, the forks rattled, teeth were in full activity, bottles gurgled, glasses jingled, while outside the wintry blast, the high moaning mountain winds, were mournfully chanting the dirge of the year, that strange wailing hymn with which they accompany the shock of the tempest and the swift rush of the gray clouds charged with snow and hail, while the pale moon lights up the grim and ghastly battle scene.


But we were snug under cover, and our appetite was fading away into history. Sperver had filled the “wieder komm,” the “come again,” with old wine of Brumberg; the sparkling froth fringed its ample borders; he presented it to me, saying—


“Drink the health of Yeri-Hans, lord of Nideck. Drink to the last drop, and show them that you mean it!”


Which was done.


Then he filled it again, and repeating with a voice that re-echoed among the old walls, “To the recovery of my noble master, the high and mighty lord of Nideck,” he drained it also.


Then a feeling of satisfied repletion stole gently over us, and we felt pleased with everything.


I fell back in my chair, with my face directed to the ceiling, and my arms hanging lazily down. I began dreamily to consider what sort of a place I had got into.


It was a low vaulted ceiling cut out of the live rock, almost oven-shaped, and hardly twelve feet high at the highest point. At the farther end I saw a sort of deep recess where lay my bed on the ground, and consisting, as I thought I could see, of a huge bear-skin above, and I could not tell what below, and within this yet another smaller niche with a figure of the Virgin Mary carved out of the same granite, and crowned with a bunch of withered grass.


“You are looking over your room,” said Spencer. “Parbleu! it is none of the biggest or grandest, not quite like the rooms in the castle. We are now in Hugh Lupus’s tower, a place as old as the mountain itself, going as far back as the days of Charlemagne. In those days, as you see, people had not yet learned to build arches high, round, or pointed. They worked right into the rock.”


“Well, for all that, you have put me in strange lodgings.”


“Don’t be mistaken, Fritz; it is the place of honor. It is here that the count put all his most distinguished friends. Mind that: Hugh Lupus’s tower is the most honorable accommodation we have.”


“And who was Hugh Lupus?”


“Why, Hugh the Wolf, to be sure. He was the head of the family of Nideck, a rough-and-ready warrior, I can tell you. He came to settle up here with a score of horsemen and halberdiers of his following. They climbed up this rock — the highest rock amongst these mountains. You will see this tomorrow. They constructed this tower, and proclaimed, ‘Now we are the masters! Woe befall the miserable wretches who shall pass without paying toll to us! We will tear the wool off their backs, and their hide too, if need be. From this watch-tower we shall command a view of the far distance all round. The passes of the Rhéthal, of Steinbach, Koche Plate, and of the whole line of the Black Forest are under our eye. Let the Jew pedlars and the dealers beware!’ And the noble fellows did what they promised. Hugh the Wolf was at their head. Knapwurst told me all about it sitting up one night.”


“Who is Knapwurst?”


“That little humpback who opened the gate for us. He is an odd fellow, Fritz, and almost lives in the library.”


“So you have a man of learning at Nideck?”


“Yes, we have, the rascal! Instead of confining himself to the porter’s lodge, his proper place, all the day over he is amongst the dusty books and parchments belonging to the family. He comes and goes along the shelves of the library just like a big cat. Knapwurst knows our story better than we know it ourselves. He would tell you the longest tales, Fritz, if you would only let him. He calls them chronicles — ha, ha!”


And Sperver, with the wine mounting a little into his head, began to laugh, he could hardly say why.


“So then, Gideon, you call this tower, Hugh’s tower the Hugh Lupus tower?”


“Haven’t I told you so already? What are you so astonished at?”


“Nothing particular.”


“But you are. I can see it in your face. You are thinking of something strange. What is it?”


“Oh, never mind! It is not the name of the tower which surprises me. What I am wondering at is, how it is that you, an old poacher, who had never lived anywhere since you were a boy but amongst the fir forests, between the snowy summits of the Wald Horn and the passes of the Rhéthal — you who, during all your prime of life, thought it the finest of fun to laugh at the count’s gamekeepers, and to scour the mountain paths of the Schwartzwald, and boat the bushes there, and breathe the free air, and bask in the bright sunshine amongst the hills and valleys — here I find you, at the end of sixteen years of such a life, shut up in this red granite hole. That is what surprises me and what I cannot understand. Come, Sperver, light your pipe, and tell me all about it.”


The old poacher took out of his leathern jacket a bit of a blackened pipe; he filled it at his leisure, gathered up in the hollow of his hand a live ember, which he placed upon the bowl of his pipe; then with his eyes dreamily cast up to the ceiling he answered meditatively—


“Old falcons, gyrfalcons, and hawks, when they have long swept the plains, end their lives in a hole in a rock. Sure enough I am fond of the wide expanse of sky and land. I always was fond of it; but instead of perching by night upon a high branch of a tall tree, rocked by the wind, I now prefer to return to my cavern, to drink a glass, to pick a bone of venison, and dry my plumage before a warm fire. The Count of Nideck does not disdain Sperver, the old hawk, the true man of the woods. One evening, meeting me by moonlight, he frankly said to me, ‘Old comrade, you hunt only by night. Come and hunt by day with me. You have a sharp beak and strong claws. Well, hunt away, if such is your nature; but hunt by my license, for I am the eagle upon these mountains, and my name is Nideck!’”


Sperver was silent a few minutes; then he resumed—


“That was just what suited me, and now I hunt as I used to do, and I quietly drink along with a friend my bottle of Affenthal or—”


At that moment there was a shock that made the door vibrate; Sperver stopped and listened.


“It is a gust of wind,” I said.


“No, it is something else. Don’t you hear the scratching of claws? It is a dog that has escaped. Open, Lieverlé, open, Blitzen!” cried the huntsman, rising; but he had not gone a couple of steps when a formidable-looking hound of the Danish breed broke into the tower, and ran to lay his heavy paws on his master’s shoulders, licking his beard and his cheeks with his long rose-colored tongue, uttering all the while short barks and yelps expressive of his joy.


Sperver had passed his arm round the dog’s neck, and, turning to me, said—


“Fritz, what man could love me as this dog does? Do look at this head, these eyes, these teeth!”


He uncovered the animal’s teeth, displaying a set of fangs that would have pulled down and rent a buffalo. Then repelling him with difficulty, for the dog was re-doubling his caresses—


“Down, Lieverlé. I know you love me. If you did not, who would?”


Never had I seen so tremendous a dog as this Lieverlé. His height attained two feet and a half. He would have been a most formidable creature in an attack. His forehead was broad, flat, and covered with fine soft hair; his eye was keen, his paws of great length, his sides and legs a woven mass of muscles and nerves, broad over the back and shoulders, slender and tapering towards the hind legs. But he had no scent. If such monstrous and powerful hounds were endowed with the scent of the terrier there would soon be an end of game.


Sperver had returned to his seat, and was passing his hand over Lieverlé’s massive head with pride, and enumerating to me his excellent qualities.


Lieverlé seemed to understand him.


“See, Fritz, that dog will throttle a wolf with one snap of his jaws. For courage and strength, he is perfection. He is not five years old, but he is in his prime. I need not tell you that he is trained to hunt the boar. Every time we come across a herd of them I tremble for Lieverlé; his attack is too straightforward, he flies on the game as straight as an arrow. That is why I am afraid of the brutes’ tusks. Lie down, Lieverlé, lie on your back!”


The dog obeyed, and presented to view his flesh-colored sides.


“Look, Fritz, at that long white seam without any hair upon it from under the thigh right up to the chest. A boar did that. Poor creature! he was holding him fast by the ear and would not let go; we tracked the two by the blood. I was the first up with them. Seeing my Lieverlé I gave a shout, I jumped off my horse, I caught him between my arms, flung him into my cloak, and brought him home. I was almost beside myself. Happily the vital parts had not been wounded. I sewed up his belly in spite of his howling and yelling, for he suffered fearfully; but in three days he was already licking his wound, and a dog who licks himself is already saved. You remember that, Lieverlé, hey! and aren’t we fonder of each other now than ever?”


I was quite moved with the affection of the man for that dog, and of the dog for his master; they seemed to look into the very depths of each other’s souls. The dog wagged his tail, and the man had tears in his eyes.


Sperver went on—


“What amazing strength! Do you see, Fritz, he has burst his cord to get to me — a rope of six strands; he found out my track and here he is! Here, Lieverlé, catch!”


And he threw to him the remains of the leg of kid. The jaws opened wide and closed again with a terrible crash, and Sperver, looking at me significantly, said—


“Fritz, if he were to grip you by your breeches you would not get away so easily!”


“Nor anyone else, I suppose.”


The dog went to stretch himself at his ease full length under the mantelshelf with the leg fast between his mighty paws. He began to tear it into pieces. Sperver looked at him out of the corner of his eye with great satisfaction. The bone was fast falling into small fragments in the powerful mill that was crashing it. Lieverlé was partial to marrow!


“Aha! Fritz, if you were requested to fetch that bone away from him, what would you say?”


“I should think it a mission requiring extraordinary delicacy and tact.”


Then we broke out into a hearty laugh, and Sperver, seated in his leathern easy chair, with his left arm thrown back over his head, one of his manly legs over a stool, and the other in front of a huge log, which was dripping at its end with the oozing sap, and darted volumes of light gray smoke to the roof.


I was still contemplating the dog, when, suddenly recollecting our broken conversation, I went on—


“Now, Sperver, you have not told me everything. When you left the mountain for the castle was it not on account of the death of Gertrude, your good, excellent wife?”


Gideon frowned, and a tear dimmed his eye; he drew himself up, and shaking out the ashes of his pipe upon his thumbnail, he said—


“True, my wife is dead. That drove me from the woods. I could not look upon the valley of Roche Creuse without pain. I turned my flight in this direction: I hunt less in the woods, and I can see it all from higher up, and if by chance the pack tails off in that direction I let them go. I turn back and try to think of something else.”


Sperver had grown taciturn. With his head drooped upon his breast, his eyes fixed on the stone floor, he sat silent. I felt sorry to have awoke these melancholy recollections in him. Then, my thoughts once more returning to the Black Plague grovelling in the snow, I felt a shivering of horror.


How strange! just one word had sent us into a train of unhappy thoughts. A whole world of remembrances was called up by a chance.


I know not how long this silence lasted, when a growl, deep, long, and terrible, like distant thunder, made us start.


We looked at the dog. The half-gnawed bone was still between his forepaws, but with head raised high, ears cocked up, and flashing eye, he was listening intently — listening to the silence as it were, and an angry quivering ran down the length of his back.


Sperver and I fixed on each other anxious eyes; yet there was not a sound, not a breath outside, for the wind had gone down; nothing could be heard but the deep protracted growl which came from deep down the chest of the noble hound.


Suddenly he sprang up and bounded impetuously against the wall with a hoarse, rough bark of fearful loudness. The walls re-echoed just as if a clap of thunder had rattled the casements.


Lieverlé, with his head low down, seemed to want to see through the granite, and his lips drawn back from his teeth discovered them to the very gums, displaying two close rows of fangs white as ivory. Still he growled. For a moment he would stop abruptly with his nose snuffing close to the wall, next the floor, with strong respirations; then he would rise again in a fresh rage, and with his forepaws seemed as if he would break through the granite.


We watched in silence without being able to understand what caused his excitement.


Another yell of rage more terrible than the first made us spring from our seats.


“Lieverlé! what possesses you? Are you going mad?”


He seized a log and began to sound the wall, which only returned the dead, hard sound of a wall of solid rock. There was no hollow in it; yet the dog stood in the posture of attack.


“Decidedly you must have been dreaming bad dreams,” said the huntsman. “Come, lie down, and don’t worry us any more with your nonsense.”


At that moment a noise outside reached our ears. The door opened, and the fat honest countenance of Tobias Offenloch with his lantern in one hand and his stick in the other, his three-cornered hat on his head, appeared, smiling and jovial, in the opening.


“Salut! l’honorable compagnie!” he cried as he entered; “what are you doing here?”


“It was that rascal Lieverlé who made all that row. Just fancy — he set himself up against that wall as if he smelt a thief. What could he mean?”


“Why parbleu! he heard the dot, dot of my wooden leg, to be sure, stumping up the tower-stairs,” answered the jolly fellow, laughing.


Then setting his lantern on the table—


“That will teach you, friend Gideon, to tie up your dogs. You are foolishly weak over your dogs — very foolishly. Those beasts of yours won’t be satisfied till they have put us all out of doors. Just this minute I met Blitzen in the long gallery: he sprang at my leg — see there are the marks of his teeth in proof of what I say; and it is quite a new leg — a brute of a hound!”


“Tie up my dogs! That’s rather a new idea,” said the huntsman. “Dogs tied up are good for nothing at all; they grow too wild. Besides, was not Lieverlé tied up, after all? See his broken cord.”


“What I tell you is not on my own account. When they come near me I always hold up my stick and put my wooden leg foremost — that is my discipline. I say, dogs in their kennels, cats on the roof, and the people in the castle.”


Tobias sat down after thus delivering himself of his sentiments, and with both elbows on the table, his eyes expanding with delight, he confided to us that just now he was a bachelor.


“You don’t mean that!”


“Yes, Marie Anne is sitting up with Gertrude in monseigneur’s ante-room.”


“Then you are in no hurry to go away?”


“No, none at all. I should like to stay in your company.”


“How unfortunate that you should have come in so late!” remarked Sperver; “all the bottles are empty.”


The disappointment of the discomfited major-domo excited my compassion. The poor man would so gladly have enjoyed his widowhood. But in spite of my endeavors to repress it a long yawn extended wide my mouth.


“Well, another time,” said he, rising. “What is only put off is not given up.”


And he took his lantern.


“Good night, gentlemen.”


“Stop — wait for me,” cried Gideon. “I can see Fritz is sleepy; we will go down together.”


“Very gladly, Sperver; on our way we will have a word with Trumpf, the butler. He is downstairs with the rest, and Knapwurst is telling them tales.”


“All right. Good night, Fritz.”


“Good night, Gideon. Don’t forget to send for me if the count is taken worse.”


“I will do as you wish. Lieverlé, come.”


They went out, and as they were crossing the platform I could hear the Nideck clock strike eleven. I was tired out and soon fell asleep.





— IV —


Daylight was beginning to tinge with bluish gray the only window in my dungeon tower when I was roused out of my niche in the granite by the prolonged distant notes of a hunting horn.


There is nothing more sad and melancholy than the wail of this instrument when the day begins to struggle with the night — when not a sigh nor a sound besides comes to molest the solitary reign of silence; it is especially the last long note which spreads in widening waves over the immensity of the plain beneath, awaking the distant, far-off echoes amongst the mountains, that has in it a poetic element that stirs up the depths of the soul.


Leaning upon my elbow in my bear-skin I lay listening to the plaintive sound, which suggested something of the feudal ages. The contemplation of my chamber, the ancient den of the Wolf of Nideck, with its low, dark arch, threatening almost to come down to crush the occupant; and further on that small leaden window, just touching the ceiling, more wide than high, and deeply recessed in the wall, added to the reality of the impression.


I arose quickly and ran to open the window wide.


Then presented itself to my astonished eyes such a wondrous spectacle as no mortal tongue, no pen of man, can describe — the wide prospect that the eagle, the denizen of the high Alps, sweeps with his far reaching ken every morning at the rising of the deep purple veil that overhung the horizon by night mountains farther off! mountains far away! and yet again in the blue distance — mountains still, blending with the gray mists of the morning in the shadowy horizon! — motionless billows that sink into peace and stillness in the blue distance of the plains of Lorraine. Such is a faint idea of the mighty scenery of the Vosges, boundless forests, silver lakes, dazzling crests, ridges, and peaks projecting their clear outlines upon the steel-blue of the valleys clothed in snow. Beyond this, infinite space!


Could any enthusiasm of poet or skill of painter attain the sublime elevation of such a scene as that?


I stood mute with admiration. At every moment the details stood out more clearly in the advancing light of morning; hamlets, farmhouses, villages, seemed to rise and peep out of every undulation of the land. A little more attention brought more and more numerous objects into view.


I had leaned out of my window rapt in contemplation for more than a quarter of an hour when a hand was laid lightly upon my shoulder; I turned round startled, when the calm figure and quiet smile of Gideon saluted me with—


“Guten Tag, Fritz! Good morning!”


Then he also rested his arms on the window, smoking his short pipe. He extended his hand and said—


“Look, Fritz, and admire! You are a son of the Black Forest, and you must admire all that. Look there below; there is Roche Creuse. Do you see it? Don’t you remember Gertrude? How far off those times seem now!”


Sperver brushed away a tear. What could I say?


We sat long contemplating and meditating over this grand spectacle. From time to time the old poacher, noticing me with my eyes fixed upon some distant object, would explain—


“That is the Wald Horn; this is the Tiefenthal; there’s the fall of the Steinbach; it has stopped running now; it is hanging down in great fringed sheets, like the curtains over the shoulder of the Harberg — a cold winter’s cloak! Down there is a path that leads to Fribourg; in a fortnight’s time it will be difficult to trace it.”


Thus our time passed away.


I could not tear myself away from so beautiful a prospect. A few birds of prey, with wings hollowed into a graceful curve sharp-pointed at each end, the fan-shaped tail spread out, were silently sweeping round the rock-hewn tower; herons flew unscathed above them, owing their safety from the grasp of the sharp claws and the tearing beak to the elevation of their flight.


Not a cloud marred the beauty of the blue sky; all the snow had fallen to earth; once more the huntsman’s horn awoke the echoes.


“That is my friend Sébalt lamenting down there,” said Sperver. “He knows everything about horses and dogs, and he sounds the hunter’s horn better than any man in Germany. Listen, Fritz, how soft and mellow the notes are! Poor Sébalt! he is pining away over monseigneur’s illness; he cannot hunt as he used to do. His only comfort is to get up every morning at sunrise on to the Altenberg and play the count’s favorite airs. He thinks he shall be able to cure him that way!”


Sperver, with the good taste of a man who appreciates beautiful scenery, had offered no interruption to my contemplations; but when, my eyes dazzled and swimming with so much light, I turned round to the darkness of the tower, he said to me—


“Fritz, it’s all right; the count has had no fresh attack.”


These words brought me back to a sense of the realities of life.


“Ah, I am very glad!”


“It is all owing to you, Fritz.”


“What do you mean? I have not prescribed yet.”


“What signifies? You were there; that was enough.”


“You are only joking, Gideon! What is the use of my being present if I don’t prescribe?”


“Why, you bring him good luck!”


I looked straight at him, but he was not even smiling!


“Yes, Fritz, you are just a messenger of good; the last two years the lord had another attack the next day after the first, then a third and a fourth. You have put an end to that. What can be clearer?”


“Well, to me it is not so very clear; on the contrary, it is very obscure.”


“We are never too old to learn,” the good man went on. “Fritz, there are messengers of evil and there are messengers of good. Now that rascal Knapwurst, he is a sure messenger of ill. If ever I meet him as I am going out hunting I am sure of some misadventure; my gun misses fire, or I sprain my ankle, or a dog gets ripped up! — all sorts of mischief come. So, being quite aware of this, I always try and set off at early daybreak, before that author of mischief, who sleeps like a dormouse, has opened his eyes; or else I slip out by a back way by the postern gate. Don’t you see?”


“I understand you very well, but your ideas seem to me very strange, Gideon.”


“You, Fritz,” he went on, without noticing my interruption, “you are a most excellent lad; Heaven has covered your head with innumerable blessings; just one glance at your jolly countenance, your frank, clear eyes, your good-natured smile, is enough to make anyone happy. You positively bring good luck with you. I have always said so, and now would you like to have a proof?”


“Yes, indeed I should. It would be worth while to know how much there is in me without my having any knowledge of it.”


“Well,” said he, grasping my wrist, “look down there!”


He pointed to a hillock at a couple of gunshots from the castle.


“Do you see there a rock half-buried in the snow, with a ragged bush by its side?”


“Quite well.”


“Do you see anything near?”


“No.”


“Well, there is a reason for that. You have driven away the Black Plague! Every year at the second attack there she was holding her feet between her hands. By night she lighted a fire; she warmed herself and boiled roots. She bore a curse with her. This morning the very first thing which I did was to get up here. I climbed up the beacon tower; I looked well all round; the old hag was nowhere to be seen. I shaded my eyes with my hand. I looked up and down, right and left, and everywhere; not a sign of the creature anywhere. She had scented you evidently.”


And the good fellow, in a fit of enthusiasm, shook me warmly by the hand, crying with unchecked emotion—


“Ah, Fritz, how glad I am that I brought you here! The witch will be sold, eh?”


Well, I confess I felt a little ashamed that I had been all my life such a very well-deserving young man without knowing anything of the circumstance myself.


“So, Sperver,” I said, “the count has spent a good night?”


“A very good one.”


“Then I am very well pleased. Let us go down.”


We again traversed the high parapet, and I was now better able to examine this way of access, the ramparts of which arose from a prodigious depth; and they were extended along the sharp narrow ridge of the rock down to the very bottom of the valley. It was a long flight of jagged precipitous steps descending from the wolf’s den, or rather eagle’s nest, down to the deep valley below.


Gazing down I felt giddy, and recoiling in alarm to the middle of the platform, I hastily descended down the path which led to the main building.


We had already traversed several great corridors when a great open door stood before us. I looked in, and descried, at the top of a double ladder, the little gnome Knapwurst, whose strange appearance had struck me the night before.


The hall itself attracted my attention by its imposing aspect. It was the receptacle of the archives of the house of Nideck, a high, dark, dusty apartment, with long Gothic windows, reaching from the angle of the ceiling to within a couple of yards from the floor.


There were collected along spacious shelves, by the care of the old abbots, not only all the documents, title-deeds, and family genealogies of the house of Nideck, establishing their rights and their alliances, and connections with all the great historic families of Germany, but besides these there were all the chronicles of the Black Forest, the collected works of the old Minnesinger, and great folio volumes from the presses of Gutenberg and Faust, entitled to equal veneration on account of their remarkable history and of the enduring solidity of their binding. The deep shadows of the groined vaults, their arches divided by massive ribs, and descending partly down the cold gray walls, reminded one of the gloomy cloisters of the Middle Ages. And amidst these characteristic surroundings sat an ugly dwarf on the top of his ladder, with a red-edged volume upon his bony knees, his head half-buried in a rough fur cap, small gray eyes, wide misshapen mouth, humps on back and shoulders, a most uninviting object, the familiar spirit — the rat, as Sperver would have it — of this last refuge of all the learning belonging to the princely race of Nideck.


But a truly historical importance belonged to this chamber in the long series of family portraits, filling almost entirely one side of the ancient library. All were there, men and women; from Hugh the Wolf to Yeri-Hans, the present owner; from the first rough daub of barbarous times to the perfect work of the best modern painters.


My attention was naturally drawn in that direction.


Hugh I., a bald-headed figure, seemed to glare upon you like a wolf stealing upon you round the corner of a wood. His gray bloodshot eyes, his red beard, and his large hairy ears gave him a fearful and ferocious aspect.


Next to him, like the lamb next to the wolf, was the portrait of a lady of youthful years, with gentle blue eyes, hands crossed on the breast over a book of devotions, and tresses of fair long silky hair encircling her sweet countenance with a glorious golden aureola. This picture struck me by its wonderful resemblance to Odile of Nideck.


I have never seen anything more lovely and more charming than this old painting on wood, which was stiff enough indeed in its outline, but delightfully refreshing and ingenuous.


I had examined this picture attentively for some minutes when another female portrait, hanging at its side, drew my attention reluctantly away. Here was a woman of the true Visigoth type, with a wide low forehead, yellowish eyes, prominent cheekbones, red hair, and a nose hooked like an eagle’s beak.


That woman must have been an excellent match for Hugh, thought I, and I began to consider the costume, which answered perfectly to the energy displayed in the head, for the right hand rested upon a sword, and an iron breastplate inclosed the figure.


I should have some difficulty in expressing the thoughts which passed through my mind in the examination of these three portraits. My eye passed from the one to the other with singular curiosity.


Sperver, standing at the library door, had aroused the attention of Knapwurst with a sharp whistle, which made that worthy send a glance in his direction, though it did not succeed in fetching him down from his elevation.


“Is it me that you are whistling to like a dog?” said the dwarf.


“I am, you vermin! It is an honor you don’t deserve.”


“Just listen to me, Sperver,” replied the little man with sublime scorn; “you cannot spit so high as my shoe!” which he contemptuously held out.


“Suppose I were to come up?”


“If you come up a single step I’ll squash you flat with this volume!”


Gideon laughed, and replied—


“Don’t get angry, friend; I don’t mean to do you any harm; on the contrary, I greatly respect you for your learning; but what I want to know is what you are doing here so early in the morning, by lamplight? You look as if you had spent the night here.”


“So I have; I have been reading all night.”


“Are not the days long enough for you to read in?”


“No; I am following out an important inquiry, and I don’t mean to sleep until I am satisfied.”


“Indeed; and what may this very important question be?”


“I have to ascertain under what circumstances Ludwig of Nideck discovered my ancestor, Otto the Dwarf, in the forests of Thuringia. You know, Sperver, that my ancestor Otto was only a cubit high — that is, a foot and a-half. He delighted the world with his wisdom, and made an honorable figure at the coronation of Duke Rudolphe. Count Ludwig had him inclosed in a cold roast peacock, served up in all his plumage. It was at that time one of the greatest delicacies, served up garnished all round with sucking pigs, gilded and silvered. During the banquet Otto kept spreading the peacock’s tail, and all the lords, courtiers, and ladies of high birth were astonished and delighted at this wonderful piece of mechanism. At last he came out, sword in hand, and shouted with a loud voice — ‘Long live Duke Rudolphe!’ and the cry was repeated with acclamations by the whole table. Bernard Herzog makes mention of this event, but he has neglected to inform us where this dwarf came from, whether he was of lofty lineage or of base extraction, which latter, however, is very improbable, for the lower sort of people have not so much sense as that.”


I was astounded at so much pride in so diminutive a being, yet my curiosity prevented me from showing too much of my feelings, for he alone could supply me with information upon the portraits that accompanied that of Hugh Lupus.


“Monsieur Knapwurst,” I began very respectfully, “would you oblige me by enlightening me upon certain historic doubts?”


“Speak, sir, without any constraint; on the subject of family history and chronicles I am entirely at your service. Other matters don’t interest me.”


“I desire to learn some particulars respecting the two portraits on each side of the founder of this race.”


“Aha!” cried Knapwurst with a glow of satisfaction lighting up his hideous features; “you mean Hedwige and Huldine, the two wives of Hugh Lupus.”


And laying down his volume he descended from his ladder to speak more at his ease. His eyes glistened, and the delight of gratified vanity beamed from them as he displayed his vast erudition.


When he had arrived at my side he bowed to me with ceremonious gravity. Sperver stood behind us, very well satisfied that I was admiring the dwarf of Nideck. In spite of the ill luck which, in his opinion, accompanied the little monster’s appearance, he respected and boasted of his superior knowledge.


“Sir,” said Knapwurst, pointing with his yellow hand to the portraits, “Hugh of Nideck, the first of his illustrious race, married, in 832, Hedwige of Lutzelbourg, who brought to him in dowry the counties of Giromani and Haut Barr, the castles of Geroldseck, Teufelshorn, and others. Hugh Lupus had no issue by his first wife, who died young, in the year of our Lord 837. Then Hugh, having become lord and owner of the dowry, refused to give it up, and there were terrible battles between himself and his brothers-in-law. But his second wife, Huldine, whom you see there in a steel breastplate, aided him by her sage counsel. It is unknown whence or of what family she came, but for all that she saved Hugh’s life, who had been made prisoner by Frantz of Lutzelbourg. He was to have been hanged that very day, and a gibbet had already been set up on the ramparts, when Huldine, at the head of her husband’s vassals, whom she had armed and inspired with her own courage, bravely broke in, released Hugh, and hung Frantz in his place. Hugh had married his wife in 842, and had three children by her.”


“So,” I resumed pensively, “the first of these wives was called Hedwige, and the descendants of Nideck are not related to her?”


“Not at all.”


“Are you quite sure?”


“I can show you our genealogical tree; Hedwige had no children; Huldine, the second wife, had three.”


“That is surprising to me.”


“Why so?”


“I thought I traced a resemblance.”


“Oho! resemblance! Rubbish!” cried Knapwurst with a discordant laugh. “See — look at this wooden snuff-box; in it you see a portrait of my great-grandfather, Hanswurst. His nose is as long and as pointed as an extinguisher, and his jaws like nutcrackers. How does that affect his being the grandfather of me — of a man with finely-formed features and an agreeable mouth?”


“Oh no! — of course not.”


“Well, so it is with the Nidecks. They may some of them be like Hedwige, but for all that Huldine is the head of their ancestry. See the genealogical tree. Now, sir, are you satisfied?”


Then we separated — Knapwurst and I — excellent friends.





— V —


“Nevertheless,” thought I, “there is the likeness. It is not chance. What is chance? There is no such thing; it is nonsense to talk of chance. It must be something higher!”


I was following my friend Sperver, deep in thought, who had now resumed his walk down the corridor. The portrait of Hedwige, in all its artless simplicity, mingled in my mind with the face of Odile.


Suddenly Gideon stopped, and, raising my eyes, I saw that we were standing before the count’s door.


“Come in, Fritz,” he said, “and I will give the dogs a feed. When the master’s away the servants neglect their duty; I will come for you by-and-by.”


I entered, more desirous of seeing the young lady than the count her father; I was blaming myself for my remissness, but there is no controlling one’s interest and affections. I was much surprised to see in the half-light of the alcove the reclining figure of the count leaning upon his elbow and observing me with profound attention. I was so little prepared for this examination that I stood rather dispossessed of self-command.


“Come nearer, monsieur le docteur,” he said in a weak but firm voice, holding out his hand. “My faithful Sperver has often mentioned your name to me; and I was anxious to make your acquaintance.”


“Let us hope, my lord, that it will be continued under more favorable circumstances. A little patience, and we shall avert this attack.”


“I think not,” he replied. “I feel my time drawing near.”


“You are mistaken, my lord.”


“No; Nature grants us, as a last favor, to have a presentiment of our approaching end.”


“How often I have seen such presentiments falsified!” I said with a smile.


He fixed his eyes searchingly upon me, as is usual with patients expressing anxiety about their prospects. It is a difficult moment for the doctor. The moral strength of his patient depends upon the expression of the firmness of his convictions; the eye of the sufferer penetrates into the innermost soul of his consciousness; if he believes that he can discover any hint or shade of doubt, his fate is sealed; depression sets in; the secret springs that maintain the elasticity of the spirit give way, and the disorder has it all its own way.


I stood my examination firmly and successfully, and the count seemed to regain confidence; he again pressed my hand, and resigned himself calmly and confidently to my treatment.


Not until then did I perceive Mademoiselle Odile and an old lady, no doubt her governess, seated by her bedside at the other end of the alcove.


They silently saluted me, and suddenly the picture in the library reappeared before me.


“It is she,” I said, “Hugh’s first wife. There is the fair and noble brow, there are the long lashes, and that sad, unfathomable smile. Oh, how much past telling lies in a woman’s smile! Seek not, then, for unmixed joy and pleasure! Her smile serves but to veil untold sorrows, anxiety for the future, even heartrending cares. The maid, the wife, the mother, smile and smile, even when the heart is breaking and the abyss is opening. O woman! this is thy part in the mortal struggle of human life!”


I was pursuing these reflections when the lord of Nideck began to speak—


“If my dear child Odile would but consult my wishes I believe my health would return.”


I looked towards the young countess; she fixed her eyes on the floor, and seemed to be praying silently.


“Yes,” the sick man went on, “I should then return to life; the prospect of seeing myself surrounded by a young family, and of pressing grandchildren to my heart, and beholding the succession to my house, would revive me.”


At the mild and gentle tone of entreaty in which this was said I felt deeply moved with compassion; but the young lady made no reply.


In a minute or two the count, who kept his watchful eyes upon her, went on—


“Odile, you refuse to make your father a happy man? I only ask for a faint hope. I fix no time. I won’t limit your choice. We will go to court. There you will have a hundred opportunities of marrying with distinction and with honor. Who would not be proud to win my daughter’s hand? You shall be perfectly free to decide for yourself.”


He paused.


There is nothing more painful to a stranger than these family quarrels. There are such contending interests, so many private motives, at work, that mere modesty should make it our duty to place ourselves out of hearing of such discussions. I felt pained, and would gladly have retired. But the circumstances of the case forbade this.


“My dear father,” said Odile, as if to evade any further discussion, “you will get better. Heaven will not take you from those who love you. If you but knew the fervor with which I pray for you!”


“That is not an answer,” said the count drily. “What objection can you make to my proposal? Is it not fair and natural? Am I to be deprived of the consolations vouchsafed to the neediest and most wretched? You know I have acted towards you openly and frankly.”


“You have, my father.”


“Then give me your reason for your refusal.”


“My resolution is formed — I have consecrated myself to God.”


So much firmness in so frail a being made me tremble. She stood like the sculptured Madonna in Hugh’s tower, calm and immovable, however weak in appearance.


The eyes of the count kindled with an ominous fire. I tried to make the young countess understand by signs how gladly I would hear her give the least hope, and calm his rising passion; but she seemed not to see me.


“So,” he cried in a smothered tone, as if he were strangling — “so you will look on and see your father perish? A word would restore him to life, and you refuse to speak that one word?”


“Life is not in the hand of man, for it is God’s gift; my word can be of no avail.”


“Those are nothing but pious maxims,” answered the count scornfully, “to release you from your plain duty. But has not God said, ‘Honor thy father and thy mother?’”


“I do honor you,” she replied gently. “But it is my duty not to marry.”


I could hear the grinding and gnashing of the man’s teeth. He lay apparently calm, but presently turned abruptly and cried—


“Leave me; the sight of you is offensive to me!”


And addressing me as I stood by agitated with conflicting feelings—


“Doctor,” he cried with a savage grin, “have you any violent malignant poison about you to give me — something that will destroy me like a thunderbolt? It would be a mercy to poison me like a dog, rather than let me suffer as I am doing.”


His features writhed convulsively, his color became livid.


Odile rose and advanced to the door.


“Stay!” he howled furiously — “stay till I have cursed you!”


So far I had stood by without speaking, not venturing to interfere between Father and Daughter, but now I could refrain no longer.


“Monseigneur,” I cried, “for the sake of your own health, for the sake of mere justice and fairness, do calm yourself; your life is at stake.”


“What matters my life? what matters the future? Is there a knife here to put an end to me? Let me die!”


His excitement rose every minute. I seemed to dread lest in some frenzied moment he should spring from the bed and destroy his child’s life. But she, calm though deadly pale, knelt at the door, which was standing open, and outside I could see Sperver, whose features betrayed the deepest anxiety. He drew near without noise, and bending towards Odile—


“Oh, mademoiselle!” he whispered — “mademoiselle, the count is such a worthy, good man. If you would but just say only, ‘Perhaps — by-and-by — we will see.’”


She made no reply, and did not change her attitude.


At this moment I persuaded the Lord of Nideck to take a few drops of Laudanum; he sank back with a sigh, and soon his panting and irregular breathing became more measured under the influence of a deep and heavy slumber.


Odile arose, and her aged friend, who had not opened her lips, went out with her. Sperver and I watched their slowly retreating figures. There was a calm grandeur in the step of the young countess which seemed to express a consciousness of duty fulfilled.


When she had disappeared down the long corridor Gideon turned towards me.


“Well, Fritz,” he said gravely, “what is your opinion?”


I bent my head down without answering. This girl’s incredible firmness astonished and bewildered me.





— VI —


Sperver’s indignation was mounting.


“There’s the happiness and felicity of the rich! What is the good of being master of Nideck, with castles, forests, lakes, and all the best parts of the Black Forest, when an innocent looking damsel comes and says to you in her sweet soft voice, ‘Is that your will? Well, it is not mine. Do you say I must? Well, I say no, I won’t.’ Is it not awful? Would it not be better to be a woodcutter’s son and live quietly upon the wages of your day’s work? Come on, Fritz; let us be off. I am suffocating here; I want to get into the open air.”


And the good fellow, seizing my arm, dragged me down the corridor.


It was now about nine. The sky had been fair when we got up, but now the clouds had again covered the dreary earth, the north wind was raising the snow in ghostly eddies against the windowpanes, and I could scarcely distinguish the summits of the neighboring mountains.


We were going down the stairs which led into the hall, when, at a turn in the corridor, we found ourselves face to face with Tobias Offenloch, the worthy major-domo, in a great state of palpitation.


“Halloo!” he cried, closing our way with his stick right across the passage; “where are you off to in such a hurry? What about our breakfast?”


“Breakfast! which breakfast do you mean?” asked Sperver.


“What do you mean by pretending to forget what breakfast? Are not you and I to breakfast this very morning with Doctor Fritz?”


“Aha! so we are! I had forgotten all about it.”


And Offenloch burst into a great laugh which divided his jolly face from ear to ear.


“Ha, ha! this is rather beyond a joke. And I was afraid of being too late! Come, let us be moving. Kasper is upstairs waiting. I ordered him to lay the breakfast in your room; I thought we should be more comfortable there. Good-bye for the present, doctor.”


“Are you not coming up with us?” asked Sperver.


“No, I am going to tell the countess that the Baron de Zimmer-Bluderich begs the honor to thank her in person before he leaves the castle.”


“The Baron de Zimmer?”


“Yes, that stranger who came yesterday in the middle of the night.”


“Well, you must make haste.”


“Yes, I shall not be long. Before you have done uncorking the bottles I shall be with you again.”


And he hobbled away as fast as he could.


The mention of breakfast had given a different turn to Sperver’s thoughts.


“Exactly so,” he observed, turning back; “the best way to drown all your cares is to drink a draught of good wine. I am very glad we are going to breakfast in my room. Under those great high vaults in the fencing-school, sitting round a small table, you feel just like mice nibbling a nut in a corner of a big church. Here we are, Fritz. Just listen to the wind whistling through the arrow-slits. In half-an-hour there will be a storm.”


He pushed the door open; and Kasper, who was only drumming with his fingers upon the windowpanes, seemed very glad to see us. That little man had flaxen hair and a snub nose. Sperver had made him his factotum; it was he who took to pieces and cleaned his guns, mended the riding-horses’ harness, fed the dogs in his absence, and superintended in the kitchen the preparation of his favorite dishes. On grand occasions he was outrider. He now stood with a napkin over his arm, and was gravely uncorking the long-necked bottle of Rhenish.


“Kasper,” said his master, as soon as he had surveyed this satisfactory state of things — “Kasper, I was very well pleased with you yesterday; everything was excellent; the roast kid, the chicken, and the fish. I like fair play, and when a man has done his duty I like to tell him so. Today I am quite as well satisfied. The boar’s head looks excellent with its white-wine sauce; so does the crayfish soup. Isn’t it your opinion too, Fritz?”


I assented.


“Well,” said Sperver, “since it is so, you shall have the honor of filling our glasses. I mean to raise you step by step, for you are a very deserving fellow.”


Kasper looked down bashfully and blushed; he seemed to enjoy his master’s praises.


We took our places, and I was wondering at this quondam poacher, who in years gone by was content to cook his own potatoes in his cottage, now assuming all the airs of a great seigneur. Had he been born Lord of Nideck he could not have put on a more noble and dignified attitude at table. A single glance brought Kasper to his side, made him bring such and such a bottle, or bring the dish he required.


We were just going to attack the boar’s head when Master Tobias appeared in person, followed by no less a personage than the Baron of Zimmer-Bluderich, attended by his groom.


We rose from our seats. The young baron advanced to meet us with head uncovered. It was a noble-looking head, pale and haughty, with a surrounding of fine dark hair. He stopped before Sperver.


“Monsieur,” said he in that pure Saxon accent which no other dialect can approach, “I am come to ask you for information as to this locality. Madame la Comtesse de Nideck tells me that no one knows these mountains so well as yourself.”


“That is quite true, monseigneur, and I am quite at your service.”


“Circumstances of great urgency oblige me to start in the midst of the storm,” replied the baron, pointing to the windowpanes thickly covered with flakes of snow. “I must reach Wald Horn, six leagues from this place!”


“That will be a hard matter, my lord, for all the roads are blocked up with snow.”


“I am aware of that, but necessity obliges.”


“You must have a guide, then. I will go, if you will allow me, to Sébalt Kraft, the head huntsman at Nideck. He knows the mountains almost as well as I do.”


“I am much obliged to you for your kind offers, and I am very grateful, but still I cannot accept them. Your instructions will be quite sufficient.”


Sperver bowed, then advancing to a window, he opened it wide. A furious blast of wind rushed in, driving the whirling snow as far as the corridor, and slammed the door with a crash.


I remained by my chair, leaning on its back. Kasper slunk into a corner. Sperver and the baron, with his groom, stood at the open window.


“Gentlemen,” said Sperver with a loud voice to make himself heard above the howling winds, and with arm extended, “you see the country mapped out before you. If the weather was fair I would take you up into the tower, and then we could see the whole of the Black Forest at our feet, but it is no use now. Here you can see the peak of the Altenberg. Farther on behind that white ridge you may see the Wald Horn, beaten by a furious storm. You must make straight for the Wald Horn. From the summit of the rock, which seems formed like a mitre, and is called Roche Fendue, you will see three peaks, the Behrenkopp, the Geierstein, and the Trielfels. It is by this last one at the right that you must proceed. There is a torrent across the valley of the Rhéthal, but it must be frozen now. In any case, if you can get no farther, you will find on your left, on following the bank, a cavern half-way up the hill, called Roche Creuse. You can spend the night there, and tomorrow very likely, if the wind falls, you will see the Wald Horn before you. If you are lucky enough to meet with a charcoal-burner, he might, perhaps, show you where there is a ford over the stream; but I doubt whether one will be found anywhere on such a day as this. There are none from our neighborhood. Only be careful to go right round the base of the Behrenkopp, for you could not get down the other side. It is a precipice.”


During these observations I was watching Sperver, whose clear, energetic tones indicated the different points in the road with the greatest precision, and I watched, too, the young baron, who was listening with the closest attention. No obstacle seemed to alarm him. The old groom seemed not less bent upon the enterprise.


Just as they were leaving the window a momentary light broke through the gray snow-clouds — just one of those moments when the eddying wind lays hold of the falling clouds of snow and flings them back again like floating garments of white. Then for a moment there was a glimpse of the distance. The three peaks stood out behind the Altenberg. The description which Sperver had given of invisible objects became visible for a few moments; then the air again was veiled in ghostly clouds of flying snow.


“Thank you,” said the baron. “Now I have seen the point I am to make for; and, thanks to your explanations, I hope to reach it.”


Sperver bowed without answering. The young man and his servant, having saluted us, retired slowly and gravely.


Gideon shut the window, and addressing Master Tobias and me, said—


“The deuce must be in the man to start off in such horrible weather as this. I could hardly turn out a wolf on such a day as this. However, it is their business, not mine. I seem to remember that young man’s face, and his servant’s too. Now let us drink! Maître Tobie, your health!”


I had gone to the window, and as the Baron Zimmer and his groom mounted on horseback in the middle of the courtyard, in spite of the snow which was filling the air, I saw at the left in a turret, pierced with long Gothic windows, the pale countenance of Odile directed long and anxiously towards the young man.


“Halloo, Fritz! what are you doing?”


“I am only looking at those strangers’ horses.”


“Oh, the Wallachians! I saw them this morning in the stable. They are splendid animals.”


The horsemen galloped away at full speed, and the curtain in the turret-window dropped.





— VII —


Several uneventful days followed. My life at Nideck was becoming dull and monotonous. Every morning there was the doleful bugle-call of the huntsman, whose occupation was gone; then came a visit to the count; after that breakfast, with Sperver’s interminable speculations upon the Black Plague, the incessant gossiping and chattering of Marie Lagoutte, Maître Tobias, and all that pack of idle servants, who had nothing to do but eat and drink, smoke, and go to sleep. The only man who had any kind of individual existence was Knapwurst, who sat buried up to the tip of his red nose in old chronicles all the day long, careless of the cold so long as there was anything left to find out in his curious researches.


My weariness of all this may easily be imagined. Ten times had Sperver taken me over the stables and the kennels; the dogs were beginning to know me. I knew by heart all the coarse pleasantries of the major-domo over his bottles and Marie Lagoutte’s invariable replies. Sébalt’s melancholy was infecting me; I would gladly have blown a little on his horn to tell the mountains of my ennui, and my eyes were incessantly directed towards Fribourg.


Still the disorder of Yeri-Hans, lord of Nideck, was taking its usual course, and this gave my only occupation any serious interest. All the particulars which Sperver had made me acquainted with appeared clearly before me; sometimes the count, waking up with a start, would half rise, and supported on his elbow, with neck outstretched and haggard eyes, would mutter, “She is coming, she is coming!”


Then Gideon would shake his head and ascend the signal-tower, but neither right nor left could the Black Plague be discovered.


After long reflection upon this strange malady I had come to the conclusion that the sufferer was insane. The strange influence that the old hag exercised over him, his alternate phases of madness and lucidity, all confirmed me in this view.


Medical men who have given especial attention to the subject of mental aberrations are well aware that periodical madness is of not unfrequent occurrence. In some cases the illness appears several times in the year, in others at only particular seasons of the year. I know at Fribourg an old lady who for thirty years past has regularly presented herself at the door of the asylum. At her own request they place her in confinement; then the unhappy woman every night passes through the terrible scenes of the French Revolution, of which she was a witness in her youth. She trembles in the hands of the executioner; she fancies herself drenched with the blood of the victims; she weeps and cries aloud incessantly. In the course of a few weeks the mind returns to its wonted seat, and she is restored to liberty with the full expectation that she will return again in a year.


“The Count of Nideck is suffering from a similar attack,” I said; “unknown chains unite his fate with that of the Black Plague. Who can tell?” thought I; “that woman once was young, perhaps beautiful!”


And my imagination, once launched, carried me into the interesting regions of romance; but I was careful to tell no one what I thought. If I had opened out those conjectures to Sperver he would never have forgiven me for imagining that there could have been any intimacy between his master and the Black Plague; and as for Mademoiselle Odile, I dared not suggest insanity to her.


The poor young lady was evidently most unhappy. Her refusal to marry had so embittered the count against her that he could scarcely endure to have her in his presence. He bitterly reproached her with her ingratitude and disobedience, and expatiated upon the cruelty of ungrateful children. Sometimes even violent curses followed his daughter’s visits. Things at last were so bad that I thought myself obliged to interfere. I therefore waited one evening on the countess in the antechamber and entreated her to relinquish her personal attendance upon her father. But here arose, contrary to all expectations, quite an unforeseen obstacle. In spite of all my entreaties she steadily insisted on watching by her father and nursing him as she had done hitherto.


“It is my duty,” she repeated, “and no arguments will shake my purpose,” she said firmly.


“Madam,” I replied as a last effort, “the medical profession, too, has its duties, and an honorable man must fulfill them even to harshness and cruelty; your presence is killing your father.”


I shall remember all my life the sudden change in the expression of the face of Odile.


My solemn words of warning seemed to cause the blood to flow back to the heart; her face became white as marble, and her large blue eyes, fixed steadily upon mine, seemed to read into the most secret recesses of my soul.


“Is that possible, sir?” she stammered; “upon your honor, do you declare this? Tell me truly!”


“Yes, madam, upon my honor.”


There was a long and painful silence, only broken at last by these words in a low voice:


“Let God’s will be done!”


And with downcast eyes she withdrew.


The day after this scene, about eight in the morning, I was pacing up and down in Hugh Lupus’s tower, thinking of the count’s illness, of which I could not foretell the issue — and I was thinking too of my patients at Fribourg, whom I might lose by too prolonged an absence — when three discreet taps upon my door turned my thoughts into another channel.


“Come in!”


The door opened, and Marie Lagoutte stood within, dropping me a low curtsey.


This old dame’s visit put me out, and I was going to beg her to postpone her visit, when something mysterious in her countenance caught my attention. She had thrown over her shoulders a red-and-green shawl; she was biting her lips, with her head down, and as soon as she had closed the door she opened it again, and peeped out, to make sure that no one had followed her.


“What does she want with me?” I thought; “what is the meaning of all these precautions?”


And I was quite puzzled.


“Monsieur le Docteur,” said the worthy lady, advancing towards me, “I beg your pardon for disturbing you so early in the morning, but I have a very serious thing to tell you.”


“Pray tell me all about it, then.”


“It is the count.”


“Indeed!”


“Yes, sir; you know that I sat up with him last night.”


“I know. Pray sit down.”


She sat before me in a great armchair, and I could not help noticing the energetic character of her head, which on the evening of my arrival at the castle had only seemed to me grotesque.


“Doctor,” she resumed after a short pause and with her dark eyes upon me, “you know I am not timid or easily frightened. I have seen so many dreadful things in the course of my life that I am astonished at nothing now. When you have seen Marengo, Austerlitz, and Moscow, there is nothing left that can put you out.”


“I am sure of that, ma’am.”


“I don’t want to boast; that is not my reason for telling you this; but it is to show you that I am not an escaped lunatic, and that you may believe me when I tell you what I say I have seen.”


This was becoming interesting.


“Well,” the good woman resumed, “last night, between nine and ten, just as I was going to bed, Offenloch came in and said to me, ‘Marie, you will have to sit up with the count tonight.’ At first I felt surprised. ‘What! is not mademoiselle going to sit up?’  ‘No, mademoiselle is poorly, and you will have to take her place.’ Poor girl, she is ill; I knew that would be the end of it, I told her so a hundred times; but it is always so. Young people won’t believe those who are older; and then, it is her Father. So I took my knitting, said good night to Tobias, and went into monseigneur’s room. Sperver was there waiting for me, and went to bed; so there I was, all alone.”


Here the good woman stopped a moment, indulged in a pinch of snuff, and tried to arrange her thoughts. I listened with eager attention for what was coming.


“About half-past ten,” she went on, “I was sitting near the bed, and from time to time drew the curtain to see what the count was doing; he made no movement; he was sleeping as quietly as a child. It was all right until eleven o’clock, then I began to feel tired. An old woman, sir, cannot help herself — she must drop off to sleep in spite of everything. I did not think anything was going to happen, and I said to myself, ‘He is sure to sleep till daylight.’ About twelve the wind went down; the big windows had been rattling, but now they were quiet. I got up to see if anything was stirring outside. It was all as black as ink; so I came back to my armchair. I took another look at the patient; I saw that he had not stirred an inch, and I took up my knitting; but in a few minutes more I began nodding, nodding, and I dropped right off to sleep. I could not help it, the armchair was so soft and the room was so warm, who could have helped it? I had been asleep an hour, I suppose, when a sharp current of wind woke me up. I opened my eyes, and what do you think I saw? The tall middle window was wide open, the curtains were drawn, and there in the opening stood the count in his white night-dress, right on the windowsill.”


“The count?”


“Yes.”


“Nay, it is impossible; he cannot move!”


“So I thought too; but that is just how I saw him. He was standing with a torch in his hand; the night was so dark and the air so still that the flame stood up quite straight.”


I gazed upon Marie Anne with astonishment.


“First of all,” she said, after a moment’s silence, “to see that long, thin man standing there with his bare legs, I can assure you it had such an effect upon me! I wanted to scream; but then I thought, ‘Perhaps he is walking in his sleep; if I shout he will wake up, he will jump down, and then—’ So I did not say a word, but I stared and stared till I saw him lift up his torch in the air over his head, then he lowered it, then up again and down again, and he did this three times, just like a man making signals; then he threw it down upon the ramparts, shut the window, drew the curtains, passed before me without speaking, and got into bed muttering some words I could not make out.”


“Are you sure you saw all that, ma’am?”


“Quite sure.”


“Well, it is strange.”


“I know it is; but it is true. Ah! it did astonish me at first, and then when I saw him get into bed again and cross his hands over his breast just as if nothing had happened, I said to myself, ‘Marie Anne, you have had a bad dream; it cannot be true;’ and so I went to the window, and there I saw the torch still burning; it had fallen into a bush near the third gate, and there it was shining just like a spark of fire. There was no denying it.”


Marie Lagoutte looked at me a few moments without speaking.


“You may be sure, doctor, that after that I had no more sleep; I sat watching and ready for anything. Every moment I fancied I could hear something behind the armchair. I was not afraid — it was not that — but I was uneasy and restless. When morning came, very early I ran and woke Offenloch and sent him to the count. Passing down the corridor I noticed that there was no torch in the first ring, and I came down and found it near the narrow path to the Schwartzwald; there it is!”


And the good woman took from under her apron the end of a torch, which she threw upon the table.


I was confounded.


How had that man, whom I had seen the night before feeble and exhausted, been able to rise, walk, lift up and close down that heavy window? What was the meaning of that signal by night? I seemed to myself to witness this strange, mysterious scene, and my thoughts went off at once to the Black Plague. When I aroused myself from this contemplation of my own thoughts, I saw Marie Lagoutte rising and preparing to go.


“You have done quite right,” I said as I took her to the door, “to tell me of these things, and I am much obliged to you. Have you told anyone else of this adventure?”


“No one, sir; such things are only to be told to the priest and the doctor.”


“Come, I see you are a very wise, sensible woman.”


These words were exchanged at the door of my tower. At this moment Sperver appeared at the end of the gallery, followed by his friend Sébalt.


“Fritz!” he shouted, “I have got news to tell you.”


“Oh, come!” thought I, “more news! This is a strange condition of things.”


Marie Lagoutte had disappeared, and the huntsman and his friend entered the tower.





— VIII —


On the countenance of Sperver was an expression of suppressed wrath, on that of his companion bitter irony. This worthy sportsman, whose woeful physiognomy had struck me on my first arrival at Nideck, was as thin and dry as a lath. His hunting-jacket was girded tightly about him by his belt, from which hung a hunting-knife with a horn handle; long leathern gaiters came above his knees; the horn went over his shoulder from right to left, the wide-expanded opening under his arm; on his head a wide-brimmed hat, with a heron’s plume in the buckle. His profile, coming to a point in a reddish tuft, looked not unlike a goat’s.


“Yes,” cried Sperver, “I have got strange things to tell you.”


He threw himself in a chair, seizing his head between his clenched hands, while dismal Sébalt calmly drew his horn over his head and laid it on the table.


“Now, Sébalt,” cried Gideon, “speak out.”


“The witch is hanging about the castle.”


This piece of intelligence would have failed to interest me before seeing Marie Lagoutte, but now it struck more forcibly. There certainly was some mysterious connection between the lord of Nideck and that old woman. I knew nothing of the nature of this connection, and I felt that, at whatever cost, I must know it.


“Just wait a moment, friends,” said I to Sperver and his comrade. “I want to know, first of all, where does this Black Pest come from?”


Sperver stared at me with astonishment.


“Come from? Who can tell that?”


“Very well, you can’t. But when does she come within sight of Nideck?”


“As I told you, ten days before Christmas, at the same time every year.”


“And how long does she stay?”


“A fortnight or three weeks.”


“Is she ever seen before? Not even on her way? Nor after?”


“No.”


“Then we shall have to catch her, seize upon her,” I cried. “This is contrary to nature. We must find out where she comes from, what she wants here, what she is.”


“Lay hold of her!” exclaimed Sperver; “seize her! Do you mean it?” and he shook his head. “Fritz, your advice is good enough in its way, but it is easier said than done. I could very easily send a bullet after her, almost at any time; but the count won’t consent to that measure; and as for catching in any other way than by powder and shot, why, you had better go first and catch a squirrel by the tail! Listen to Sébalt’s story, and you shall judge for yourself.”


The master of the hounds, sitting on the table with his long legs crossed, fixed his eyes mournfully upon me, and began his tale.


“This morning, as I was coming down from the Altenberg, I followed the hollow road to Nideck. The snow filled it up entirely. I was going on my way, thinking of nothing particular, when I noticed a foot-track; it was deep down, and went across the road. The person had come down the bank and gone up on the other side. It was not a soft hare’s foot, which hardly leaves an impression, it was not forked like a wild boar’s track, it was not like a cloven hoof, such as the wolf’s — it was a deep hole. I stopped and stooped down, and cleared away the loose snow that fell round, and came upon the very track of the Black Pest!”


“Are you sure it was that?”


“Of course I am. I know the old woman by her foot better than by her figure, for I always go, sir, with my eyes on the ground. I know everybody by their tracks; and as for this one, a child might know it.”


“What, then, distinguishes this foot so particularly?”


“It is so small that you could cover it with your hand; it is finely shaped, the heel is rather long, the outline clean, the great toe lies close to the other toes, and they are all as fine as if they were in a lady’s slipper. It is a lovely foot. Twenty years ago I should have fallen in love with a foot like that. Whenever I come across it, it has such an effect upon me! No one would believe that such a foot could belong to the Black Plague.”


And the poor fellow, joining his hands together, contemplated the stone floor with doleful eyes.


“Well, Sébalt, what next?” asked Sperver impatiently.


“Ah, yes, to be sure! Well, I recognized that track and started off in pursuit. I was hoping to catch the creature in her lair, but I will tell you the way she took me. I climbed up the bank by the roadside, only two gunshots from Nideck. I go along the hill, keeping the track on my right; it led along the side of the wood in the Rhéthal. All at once it jumps over the ditch into the wood. I stuck to it, but, happening to look a little to my left, I saw another track which had, been following the Black Plague. I stopped short: was it Sperver’s? or Kasper Trumpfs? or whose? I came to it, and you may fancy how astounded I was when I saw that it was nobody from our place! I know every foot in the Schwartzwald from Fribourg to Nideck. That foot was like none of ours. It must have come from a distance. The boot — for it was a kind of well-made, soft gentleman’s boot, with spurs, which leave a little print behind them — the boot was not round at the toes, but square. The sole was thin, and bent with every step, and it had no nails in it. The walk was rapid, and the short steps were like those of a young man of twenty to five-and-twenty. I noticed the stitches in the side leather at once, and I think I never saw finer.”


“Who can this be?” Sperver exclaimed.


Sébalt raised his shoulders and extended his hands, but said nothing.


“Who can have any object in following the old woman?” I asked Sperver.


“No one on earth can tell,” was the reply.


And so we sat a few minutes meditating over what we had heard.


At last he went on again with his narrative:


“I kept following the track; it went up the next ridge through the pine-forest. When it doubled round the Koche Fendue I said to myself, ‘Ah, you accursed plague! If there was much game of your sort there would not be much sport; it would be preferable to work like a nigger!’ So we all three arrive — the two tracks and I — at the top of the Schnéeberg. There the wind had been blowing hard; the snow was knee-deep — but no matter! I must get on! I got to the edge of the torrent of the Steinbach, and there I lost the track. I halted, and I saw that, after trying up and down in several directions, the gentleman’s boots had gone down the Tiefenbach. That was a bad sign. I looked along the other side of the torrent, but there was no appearance of a track there — none at all! The old hag had paddled up and down the stream to throw anyone off the scent who should try to follow her. Where was I to go to? — right, or left, or straight on? Not knowing, I came back to Nideck.”


“You haven’t told us about her breakfast,” said Sperver.


“No, I was forgetting. At the foot of Roche Fendue I saw there had been a fire; there was a black place; I laid my hand upon it, thinking it might be warm, which would have proved that the Black Plague had not gone far; but it was as cold as ice. Close by I saw a wire trap in the bushes. It seems the creature knows how to snare game. A hare had been caught in it; the print of its body was still plain, lying flat in the snow. The witch had lighted the fire to cook it; she had had a good breakfast, I’ll be bound.”


At this Sperver cried indignantly—


“Just fancy that old witch living on meat while so many honest folks in our villages have nothing better than potatoes to eat! That’s what upsets me, Fritz! Ah! if I had but—”


But his thoughts remained untold; he turned deadly pale, and all three of us, in a moment, stood rigid and motionless, staring with horror at each other’s ghastly countenances.


A yell — the howling cry of the wolf in the long, cold days of winter — the cry which none can imagine who has not heard the most fearful and harrowing of all bestial sounds — that fearful cry was echoing through the castle not far from us! It rose up the spiral staircase, it filled the massive building as if the hungry, savage beast was at our door!


Travelers speak of the deep roar of the lion troubling the silence of the night amidst the rocky deserts of Africa; but while the tropical regions, sultry and baked, resound with the vibrations of the mighty voice of the savage monarch of the desert, making the air tremble with the distant thunder of his awful cry, the vast snowy deserts of the North too have their characteristic cry — a strange, lamentable yell that seems to suit the character of the dreary winter scene. That voice of the Northern desert is the howl of the wolf!


The instant after this awful sound had broken upon the silence followed another formidable body of discordant sounds — the baying and yelling of sixty hounds — answering from the ramparts of Nideck. The whole pack gave voice at the same moment — the deep bay of the bloodhound, the sharp cry of the pointer, the plaintive yelpings of the spaniels, and the melancholy howl of the mastiffs, all mingling in confusion with the rattling of dog-chains, the shaking of the kennels under the struggles of the hounds to get loose; and, dominating over all, the long, dismal, prolonged note of the wolf’s monotonous howl; his was the leading part in this horrible canine concert!


Sperver sprang from his seat and ran out upon the platform to see if a wolf had dropped into the moat. But no — the howling came from neither. Then turning to us he cried—


“Fritz! Sébalt! — come, come quickly!”


We flew down the steps four at a time and rushed into the fencing-school. Here we heard the cry of the wolf alone, prolonged beneath the echoing arches the distant barking and yelling of the pack became almost inaudible in the distance; the dogs were hoarse with rage and excitement, their chains were getting entangled together. Perhaps they were strangling each other.


Sperver drew the keen blade of his hunting-knife. Sébalt did the same; they preceded me down the gallery.


Then the fearful sounds became our guide to the sick man’s room. Sperver spoke no more; he hurried forward. Sébalt stretched his long legs. I felt a shuddering horror creep through my whole frame — a horrible presentiment of something shocking and abominable came over us.


As we approached the apartments of the count we met the whole household afoot — the gamekeepers, the huntsmen, the kennel-keepers, the scullions were all mingled and jostling each other, asking—


“What is the matter? Where are those cries coming from?”


Without stopping we ran into the passage which led into the count’s bedroom, where we met poor Marie Lagoutte, who alone had had the courage to penetrate thither before us. She was holding in her arms the young countess, who had fainted, her head falling back, her hair flowing down behind her; she was carrying her away as fast as she could.


We passed her so rapidly that we scarcely had time to witness this sad sight. But it has since returned to my memory, and the pale face of Odile lying on the ample shoulders of the good servant still makes a vivid impression upon my memory, resembling the poor lamb presenting its throat to the knife without a complaint, dying with fear before the stroke falls.


At last we had reached the count’s chamber.


The howling came from behind his door.


We stole fearful glances at one another without attempting to account for the hideous noise, or explaining the presence of such a wild guest in the house. Indeed, we had no time; our ideas were in dire and utter confusion.


Sperver hastily pushed the door open, and, knife in hand, was darting into the room; but he stood arrested on the threshold motionless as a stone.


Never have I seen such a picture of horror as he displayed standing rooted there, with his eyes starting from his head, and his mouth wide open and gasping for breath.


I gazed over his shoulder, and the sight that met my eyes made the blood run chill as snow in my veins.


The lord of Nideck, crouching on all fours upon his bed, with his arms bending forward, his head carried low, his eyes glaring with fierce fires, was uttering loud, protracted howlings!


He was the wolf!


That low receding forehead, that sharp-pointed face, that foxy-looking beard, bristling off both cheeks; the long meagre figure, the sinewy limbs, the face, the cry. The attitude, declared the presence of the wild beast half-hidden, half-revealed under a human mask!


At times he would stop for a second and listen attentively with head awry, and then the crimson hangings would tremble with the quivering of his limbs, like foliage shaken by the wind; then the melancholy wail would open afresh.


Sperver, Sébalt, and I stood nailed to the floor; we held our breath, petrified with fear.


Suddenly the count stopped. As a wild beast scents the wind, he lifted his head and listened again.


There, there, far away, down among the thick fir forests, whitened with dense patches of snow, a cry was heard in reply — weak at first; then the sound rose and swelled in a long protracted howl, drowning the feebler efforts of the hounds: it was the she-wolf answering the wolf!


Sperver, turning round awe-stricken, his countenance pale as ashes, pointed to the mountain, and murmured low—


“Listen — there’s the witch!”


And the count still crouching motionless, but with his head now raised in the attitude of attention, his neck outstretched, his eyes burning, seemed to understand the meaning of that distant voice, lost amidst the passes and peaks of the Schwartzwald, and a kind of fearful joy gleamed in his savage features.


At this moment, Sperver, unable or unwilling to restrain himself any longer, cried in a voice broken with emotion—


“Count of Nideck — what are you doing?”


The count fell back thunderstruck. We rushed into the room to his help. It was time. The third attack had commenced, and it was terrible to witness!





— IX —


The lord of Nideck was in a dying state.


What can science do in presence of the great mortal strife between Death and Life? At the supreme hour, when the invisible wrestlers are writhed together body to body and limb to limb, panting, each in turn overthrowing and overthrown, what avails the healing art? One can but watch, and tremble, and listen!


At times the struggle seems suspended — a truce has sounded; Life has retired into her hold. She is resting; she is collecting the courage of despair. But the relentless enemy beats at the gates; he bursts in; then Life springs to the rescue, and again grapples with her adversary. The strife is renewed with fresh fuel added to the fire of mortal energy as the fatal issue draws closer and nearer.


And the exhausted patient, himself the field of battle, weltering in the cold sweat of death, the eye set and the arm powerless, can do nothing for himself. His breathing, sometimes short, broken, and distressing, sometimes long, deep, labored, and heavy, indicates the varying phases of this dreadful struggle.


The bystanders watch each other’s faces, and they think, “The day will come when we in our turns shall be the field of the same strife, and victorious Death will bear us away into the grave, his den, as the spider carries away the fly.” But the true life, the only life, the soul, spreading her immortal wings, will speed her flight to another world, with the exulting cry, “I have fought the good fight. I have finished my course. I have kept the faith!” And Death, disappointed of its prey, will look up at the emancipated being, unable to follow, and holding in its clutches only a cold and decaying corpse, soon to be a handful of dust. “O death, where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory?” O best and only consolation, the hope and belief in the final triumph of justice, the certainty of immortal life through Jesus Christ the Savior! Cruel indeed is he who would rob man of the chief brightness and glory of life!


Towards midnight the Count of Nideck seemed almost gone; the agony of death was at hand; the broken, weakened pulse indicated the sinking of the vital powers; then, it might return to a more active state; but there seemed no hope.


My only duty left was to stay and see this unhappy man die.


I was exhausted with fatigue and anxiety; whatever art could do I had tried.


I told Sperver to sit up, and close his master’s eyes in death. The poor faithful fellow was in the utmost distress; he reproached himself with his involuntary cry — “Count of Nideck — what are you doing?” and tore his hair in bitter repentance.


I went away alone to Hugh Lupus’s tower, having had scarcely any time to take food, but I did not feel the want of it.


There was a bright fire on the hearth; I threw myself dressed upon the bed, and sleep soon came to relieve my weight of apprehension — that heavy sleep broken by the consciousness that you may any minute be awoke by tears and lamentations.


I was sleeping thus, with my face turned towards the fire, and as it often happens, the flame fitfully rising, and falling threw a fluttering, flickering light like those of ruddy flapping wings against the walls, and wearied still more my dropping eyelids.


Lost in a dreamy slumber, I was half opening my eyes to see the cause of these alternate lights and shadows, but the strangest sight surprised me.


Close by the hearth, hardly revealed by the feeble light of a few dying embers, I recognized with dismay the dark profile of the Black Plague!


She sat upon a low stool, and was evidently warming herself.


At first I thought myself deceived by my senses, which would have been natural enough after the exciting scenes of the last few days; I raised myself upon my elbow, gazing with my eyes starting with fear and horror.


It was she indeed! I lay horrified, for there she sat calm and immovable, with her hands clasped over her skinny knees, just as I had seen her in the snow, with her long scraggy neck outstretched, her hooked nose, her compressed lips.


How had the Black Pest got here? How had she found her way into this high tower crowning the dangerous precipices? Everything that Sperver had told me of this mysterious being seemed to be coming true! And now the unaccountable behavior of Lieverlé, growling so fiercely against the wall, seemed clear as the daylight. I huddled myself close up into the alcove, hardly daring to breathe, and staring upon this motionless profile just as a mouse out of its hole fixes its paralyzed stare upon the cat that is watching for it.


The old woman stirred no more than the rock-hewn pillars on each side of the hearthstone, and her lips were mumbling inarticulate sounds.


My heart was palpitating, my fears increased momentarily during the long silence, made more startling by the motionless supernatural figure that sat there before me.


This had lasted a quarter of an hour when, the fire catching a splinter of fir-wood, a flash of light broke out, the shaving twisted and flamed, and a few rays of light flared to the end of the room.


That luminous jet was sufficient to show me that the creature was clothed in an old dress of rich purple silk as stiff as cardboard, with a violet pattern; there was a massive bracelet upon her left wrist, and a gold arrow stuck through her thick gray hair twisted over the back of her head. It was like an apparition out of the ages past.


Still the Plague could have had no hostile intentions towards me, or she might easily have taken advantage of my sleep to have put them in execution.


That thought was beginning to give me some confidence, when suddenly she rose from her seat and with slow steps approached my bed, holding in her hand a torch which she had just lighted. I then observed that her eyes were fixed and haggard.


I made an effort to rise and cry aloud, but not a muscle of my body would obey my wishes, not a breath came to my lips; and the old woman, bending over me between the curtains, fixed her stony stare upon me with a strange unearthly smile. I wanted to call for help, I wanted to drive her from me, but her petrifying stare seemed to fascinate and paralyze me, just as that of the serpent fixes the little bird motionless before it.


During this speechless contemplation minutes seemed like hours. What was she about to do? I was ready for any event.


Suddenly she turned her head, went round upon her heel, listened, strode across the room, and opened the door.


At last I recovered a little courage; an effort of the will brought me to my feet as if I were acted on by a spring; I darted after her footsteps; she with one hand was holding her torch on high, and with the other kept the door open.


I was about to seize her by the hair, when at the end of the long gallery, under the Gothic archway of the castle leading to the ramparts, I saw — a tall figure.


It was the Count of Nideck!


The Count of Nideck, whom I had thought a dying man, clad in a huge wolf-skin thrown with its upper jaw projecting grimly over his eyes like a visor, the formidable claws hanging over each shoulder, and the tail dragging behind him along the flags.


He wore stout heavy shoes, a silver clasp gathered the wolf-skin round his neck, and his whole aspect, but for the ice-cold deathly expression of his face, proclaimed the man born for command — the master!


In the presence of such an imposing personage my ideas became vague and confused. Flight was no longer possible, yet I had the presence of mind to throw myself into the embrasure of the window.


The count entered my room with his eyes fixed on the old woman and his features unrelaxed. They spoke to one another in hoarse whispers, so low that I could not distinguish a word. But there was no mistaking their gestures. The woman was pointing to the bed.


They approached the fireplace on tiptoe. There in the dark shadow of the recess at its side the Black Plague, with a horrible smile, unrolled a large bag.


As soon as the count saw the bag he made a bound towards the bed and kneeled upon it with one knee; there was a shaking of the curtains, his body disappeared beneath their folds, and I could only see one leg still resting on the floor, and the wolf’s tail undulating irregularly from side to side.


They seemed to be acting a murder in ghastly pantomime. No real scene, however frightful, could have agitated me more than this mute representation of some horrible deed.


Then the old woman ran to his assistance, carrying the bag with her. Again the curtains shook and the shadows crossed the walls; but the most horrible of all was that I fancied I saw a pool of blood creeping across the floor and slowly reaching the hearth. But it was only the snow that had clung to the count’s boots, and was melting in the heat.


I was still gazing upon this dark stream, feeling my dry tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth, when there was a great movement; the old woman and the count were stuffing the sheets of the bed into the sack, they were thrusting and stamping them in with just the same haste as a dog scratching at a hole, then the lord of Nideck flung this unshapely bundle over his shoulder and made for the door; a sheet was dragging behind him, and the old woman followed him torch in hand. They went across the court.


My knees were almost giving way under me; they knocked together for fear. I prayed for strength.


In a couple of minutes I was on their footsteps, dragged forward by a sudden irresistible impulse.


I crossed the court at a run, and was just going to enter the door of the tower when I perceived a deep but narrow pit at my feet, down which went a winding staircase, and there far below I could see the torch describing a spiral course around the stone rail like a little star; at last it was lost in the distance.


Now I also descended the first steps of this newly-discovered staircase, directing my course after this distant light; suddenly it vanished. The old woman and the count had reached the bottom of the precipice. Supported by the stone rail I continued my descent, safe to be able to mount again if I found my further progress stopped.


Soon I came to the last step; I looked around me, and discovered on my left hand a narrow streak of moonlight shining under a low door, through the nettles and brambles; I kicked a way through these obstacles, clearing the snow away with my feet, and then found that I was at the very foot of the keep — Hugh’s donjon tower.


Who would have supposed that such a hole would have led up into the castle? Who had shown it to the old woman? I did not stay to satisfy myself on these points.


The vast plain lay spread before me bathed in a light almost equal to that of day. On the right lay extended wide the dark line of the Black Forest with its craggy rocks, its gullies, its passes stretching away as far as the sight could reach.


The night air was keen and sharp, but perfectly calm, and I felt myself awakened to the highest degree, almost as if my senses were volatilized by the still and ice-cold air.


My first examination of the horizon was for the figures of the count and his strange companion. I soon distinguished their tall dark forms standing out sharply against the star-spangled purple heavens. I nearly overtook them at the bottom of the ravine.


The count was moving with deliberate steps, the imaginary winding-sheet dragging slowly after him. There was an automatic precision in the movements of both.


I kept six or eight yards behind them down the hollow road to the Altenberg, now in the shade, now in the full light, for the moon was shining with astonishing brilliancy. A few clouds floated idly across the zenith, seeming to want to clasp her in their long arms, but she ever eluded their grasp, and her rays, keen as a blade of steel, cut me to the marrow of my bones.


I could have wished to turn back, but some invisible power impelled me onwards to follow this funeral procession in pantomime. Even to this day I fancy still I can see the rough mountain path through the Black Forest, I can hear the crisp snow crackling under foot, and the dead leaves rustling in the light north wind; I can see myself following those two silent beings, but I cannot understand what mysterious power drew me in their footsteps.


At last we reach the forest, and advance amongst the tall bare-branched, beeches; the dark shadows of their higher boughs intersect the lower branches, and fall broken upon the snow-encumbered road. Sometimes I fancy I can hear steps behind me; I turn sharply round, but can see no one.


We had just reached the long rocky ridge that forms the crest of the Altenberg; behind it flows the torrent of the Schnéeberg, but in winter no current is visible; scarcely does a mere thread of its blue waters trickle under the thick crust of ice. Here the deep solitude is broken by no murmuring brooks, no warblings of birds, no thunder of the waterfall. In the vast unbroken solitudes the awful silence is terrible.


The Count of Nideck and the old woman found a gap in the face of the rock, up which they mounted straight with marvelous celerity, whilst I had to pull myself up by the help of the bushes.


Hardly had they reached the ridge of the crags, which came almost to a point, when I was within three yards of them, and I beheld beyond a dreadful precipice of which I could not see the bottom. At the left hung in the air like a vast sheet the fall of the Schnéeberg, a mass of ice. That resemblance to an immense wave taking the precipice at one bound, bearing trees on its breast, fringed with the bushes, and winding out the long ivy sprays, which exhibit in their delicate tracery the form of the rigid glassy billow; that mere semblance of movement amidst the stillness and immovableness of death, and the presence of those two speechless creatures pursuing their ghastly work with automatic precision, added to the terror with which I already trembled.


Nature herself seemed to shrink with horror.


The count had laid down his burden; the old woman and he took it up together, swung it for a moment over the edge of the precipice, then the long shroud floated over the abyss, and the imaginary murderers in silence bent forward to see it fall.


That long white sheet floating in the air is still present before my eyes. It descends, it falls like a wild swan shot in the clouds, spreading its wide wings, the long neck thrown back, whirling down to earth to die.


The white burden disappeared in the dark depths of the precipice.


At last the cloud which I had long seen threatening to cover the moon’s bright disc veiled her in its steel-blue folds, and her rays ceased to shine.


The old woman, holding the count by the hand and dragging him forward with hurried steps, came for a moment into view.


The cloud had overshadowed the moon, and I could not move out of their way without danger of falling over the precipice.


After a few minutes, during which I lay as close as I could, there was a rift in the cloud. I looked out again. I stood alone on the point of the peak with the snow up to my knees.


Full of horror and apprehension, I descended from my perilous position, and ran to the castle in as much consternation as if I had been guilty of some great crime.


As for the lord of Nideck and his companion, I lost sight of them.





— X —


I wandered around the castle of Nideck unable to find the exit from which I had commenced my melancholy journey.


So much anxiety and uneasiness were beginning to tell upon my mind; I staggered on, wondering if I was not mad, unable to believe in what I had seen, and yet alarmed at the clearness of my own perceptions.


My mind in confusion passed in review that strange man waving his torch overhead in the darkness, howling like a wolf, coldly and accurately going through all the details of an imaginary murder without the omission of one ghastly detail or circumstance, then escaping and committing to the furious torrent the secret of his crime; these things all harassed my mind, hurried confusedly past my eyes, and made me feel as if I were laboring under a nightmare.


Lost in the snow, I ran to and fro panting and alarmed, and unable to judge which way to direct my steps.


As day drew near the cold became sharper; I shivered, I execrated Sperver for having brought me from Fribourg to bear a part in this hideous adventure.


At last, exhausted, my beard a mass of ice, my ears nearly frostbitten, I discovered the gate and rang the bell with all my might.


It was then about four in the morning. Knapwurst made me wait a terribly long time. His little lodge, cut in the rock, remained silent; I thought the little humpbacked wretch would never have done dressing; for of course I supposed he would be in bed and asleep.


I rang again.


This time his grotesque figure appeared abruptly, and he cried to me from the door in a fury—


“Who are you?”


“I? — Doctor Fritz.”


“Oh, that alters the case,” and he went back into his lodge for a lantern, crossed the outer court where the snow came up to his middle, and staring at me through the grating, he exclaimed—


“I beg your pardon, Doctor Fritz; I thought you would be asleep up there in Hugh Lupus’s tower. Were you ringing? Now that explains why Sperver came to me about midnight to ask if anybody had gone out. I said no, which was quite true, for I never saw you going out.”


“But pray, Monsieur Knapwurst, do for pity’s sake let me in, and I will tell you all about that by-and-by.”


“Come, come, sir, a little patience.”


And the hunchback, with the slowest deliberation, undid the padlock and slipped the bars, whilst my teeth were chattering, and I stood shivering from head to foot.


“You are very cold, doctor,” said the diminutive man, “and you cannot get into the castle. Sperver has fastened the inside door, I don’t know why; he does not usually do so; the outer gate is enough. Come in here and get warm. You won’t find my little hole very inviting, though. It is nothing but a sty, but when a man is as cold as you are he is not apt to be particular.”


Without replying to his chatter I followed him in as quickly as I could.


We went into the hut, and in spite of my complete state of numbness, I could not help admiring the state of picturesque disorder in which I found the place. The slate roof leaning against the rock, and resting by its other side on a wall not more than six feet high, showed the smoky, blackened rafters from end to end.


The whole edifice consisted of but one apartment, furnished with a very uninviting bed, which the dwarf did not often take the trouble to make, and two small windows with hexagonal panes, weather-stained with the rainbow tints of mother-of-pearl. A large square table filled up the middle, and it would be difficult to account for that massive oak slab being got in unless by supposing it to have been there before the hut was built.


On shelves against the wall were rolls of parchment, and old books great and small. Wide open on the table lay a fine black-letter volume, with illuminations, bound in vellum, clasped and cornered with silver, apparently a collection of old chronicles. Besides there was nothing but two leathern armchairs, bearing on them the unmistakable impression of the misshapen figure of this learned gentleman.


I need not stay to do more than mention the pens, the jar of tobacco, five or six pipes lying here and there, and in a corner a small cast-iron stove, with its low, open door wide open, and throwing out now and then a volley of bright sparks; and to complete the picture, the cat arching her back, and spitting threateningly at me with her armed paw uplifted.


All this scene was tinted with that deep rich amber light in which the old Flemish painters delighted, and of which they alone possessed the secret, and never left it to the generations after them.


“So you went out last night, doctor?” inquired my host, after we had both installed ourselves, and while I had my hands in a warm place upon the stove.


“Yes, pretty early,” I answered. “I had to look after a patient.”


This brief explanation seemed to satisfy the little hunchback, and he lighted his blackened boxwood pipe, which was hanging over his chin.


“You don’t smoke, doctor?”


“I beg your pardon, I do.”


“Well, fill any one of these pipes. I was here,” he said, spreading his yellow hand over the open volume. “I was reading the chronicles of Hertzog when you came.”


“Ah, that accounts for the time I had to wait! Of course you stayed to finish the chapter?” I said, smiling.


He owned it, grinning, and we both laughed together.


“But if I had known it was you,” he said, “I should have finished the chapter another time.”


There was a short silence, during which I was observing the very peculiar physiognomy of this misshapen being — those long deep wrinkles that moated in his wide mouth, his small eyes with the crow’s feet at the outer corners, that contorted nose, bulbous at its end, and especially that huge double-storied forehead of his. The whole figure reminded me not a little of the received pictures of Socrates, and while warming myself and listening to the crackling of the fire, I went off into contemplations on the very diversified fortunes of mankind.


“Here is this dwarf,” I thought, “an ill-shaped, stunted caricature, banished into a corner of Nideck, and living just like the cricket that chirps beneath the hearthstone. Here is this little Knapwurst, who in the midst of excitement, grand hunts, gallant trains of horsemen coming and going, the barking of the hounds, the trampling of the horses, and the shouts of the hunters, is living quietly all alone, buried in his books, and thinking of nothing but the times long gone by, whilst joy or sorrow, songs or tears, fill the world around him, while spring and summer, autumn and winter, come and look in through his dim windows, by turns brightening, warming, and benumbing the face of nature outside. Whilst men in the outer world are subject to the gentle influences of love, or the sterner impulses of ambition or avarice, hoping, coveting, longing, and desiring, he neither hopes, nor desires, nor covets anything. As long as he is smoking his pipe, with his eyes feasting on a musty parchment, he lives in the enjoyment of dreams, and he goes into raptures over things long, long ago gone by, or which have never existed at all; it is all one to him. ‘Hertzog says so and so, somebody else tells the tale a different way,’ and he is perfectly happy! His leathery face gets more and more deeply wrinkled, his broken angular back bends into sharper angles and corners, his pointed elbows dig beds for themselves in the oak table, his skinny fingers bury themselves in his cheeks, his piggish gray eyes get redder over manuscripts, Latin, Greek, or medieval. He falls into raptures, he smacks his lips, he licks his chops like a cat over a dainty dish, and then he throws himself upon that dirty litter, with his knees up to his chin, and he thinks he has had a delightful day! Oh, Providence of God, is a man’s duty best done, are his responsibilities best discharged, at the top or at the bottom of the scale of human life?”


But the snow was melting away from my legs, the balmy warmth of the stove was shedding a pleasant influence over my feelings, and I felt myself reviving in this mixed atmosphere of tobacco-smoke and burning pine-wood.


Knapwurst gravely laid his pipe on the table, and reverently spreading his hand upon the folio, said in a voice that seemed to issue from the bottom of his consciousness; or, if you like it better, from the bottom of a twenty-gallon cask—


“Doctor Fritz, here is the law and the prophets!”


“How so? what do you mean?”


“Parchment — old parchment — that is what I love! These old yellow, rusty, worm-eaten leaves are all that is left to us of the past, from the days of Charlemagne until this day. The oldest families disappear, the old parchments remain. Where would be the glory of the Hohenstauffens, the Leiningens, the Nidecks, and of so many other families of renown? Where would be the fame of their titles, their deeds of arms, their magnificent armor, their expeditions to the Holy Land, their alliances, their claims to remote antiquity, their conquests once complete, now long ago annulled? Where would be all those grand claims to historic fame without these parchments? Nowhere at all. Those high and mighty barons, those great dukes and princes, would be as if they had never been — they and everything that related to them far and near. Their strong castles, their palaces, their fortresses fall and moulder away into masses of ruin, vague remembrancers! Of all that greatness one monument alone remains — the chronicles, the songs of bards and minnesingers. Parchment alone remains!”


He sat silent for a moment, and then pursued his reflections.


“And in those distant times, while knights and squires rode out to war, and fought and conquered or fought and fell over the possession of a nook in a forest, or a title, or a smaller matter still, with what scorn and contempt did they not look down upon the wretched little scribbler, the man of mere letters and jargon, half-clothed in untanned hides, his only weapon an ink-horn at his belt, his pennon the feather of a goose-quill! How they laughed at him, calling him an atom or a flea, good for nothing! He does nothing, he cannot even collect our taxes, or look after our estates, whilst we bold riders, armed to the teeth, sword in hand and lance on thigh, we fight, and we are the finest fellows in the land!’ So they said when they saw the poor devil dragging himself on foot after their horses’ heels, shivering in winter and sweating in summer, rusting and decaying in old age. Well, what has happened? That flea, that vermin, has kept them in the memory of men longer than their castles stood, long after their arms and their armor had rusted in the ground. I love those old parchments. I respect and revere them. Like ivy, they clothe the ruins and keep the ancient walls from crumbling into dust and perishing in oblivion!”


Having thus delivered himself, a solemn expression stole over his features, and his own eloquence made the tears of moved affection to steal down his furrowed cheeks.


The poor hunchback evidently loved those who had borne with and protected his unwarlike but clever ancestors. And after all he spoke truly, and there was profound good sense in his words.


I was surprised, and said, “Monsieur Knapwurst, do you know Latin?”


“Yes, sir,” he answered, but without conceit, “both Latin and Greek. I taught myself. Old grammars were quite enough; there were some old books of the count’s, thrown by as rubbish; they fell into my hands, and I devoured them. A little while after the count, hearing me drop a Latin quotation, was quite astonished, and said, ‘When did you learn Latin, Knapwurst?’  ‘I taught myself, monseigneur.’ He asked me a few questions, to which I gave pretty good answers. ‘Parbleu!’ he cried, ‘Knapwurst knows more than I do; he shall keep my records.’ So he gave me the keys of the archives; that was thirty years ago. Since that time I have read every word. Sometimes, when the count sees me mounted upon my ladder, he says, ‘What are you doing now, Knapwurst?’  ‘I am reading the family archives, monseigneur.’  ‘Aha! is that what you enjoy?’  ‘Yes, very much.’  ‘Come, come, I am glad to hear it, Knapwurst; but for you, who would know anything about the glory of the house of Nideck?’ And off he goes laughing. I do just as I please.”


“So he is a very good master, is he?”


“Oh, Doctor Fritz, he is the kindest-hearted master! he is so frank and so pleasant!” cried the dwarf, with hands clasped. “He has but one fault.”


“And what may that be?”


“He has no ambition.”


“How do you prove that?”


“Why, he might have been anything he pleased. Think of a Nideck, one of the very noblest families in Germany! He had but to ask to be made a minister or a field-marshal. Well! he desired nothing of the sort. When he was no longer a young man he retired from political life. Except that he was in the campaign in France at the head of a regiment he raised at his own expense, he has always lived far away from noise and battle; plain and simple, and almost unknown, he seemed to think of nothing but his hunting.”


These details were deeply interesting to me. The conversation was of its own accord taking just the turn I wished it to take, and I resolved to get my advantage out of it.


“So the count has never had any exciting deeds in hand?”


“None, Doctor Fritz, none whatever; and that is the pity. A noble excitement is the glory of great families. It is a misfortune for a noble race when a member of it is devoid of ambition; he allows his family to sink below its level. I could give you many examples. That which would be very fortunate in a trader’s family is the greatest misfortune in a nobleman’s.”


I was astonished; for all my theories upon the count’s past life were falling to the earth.


“Still, Monsieur Knapwurst, the lord of Nideck has had great sorrows, had he not?”


“Such as what?”


“The loss of his wife.”


“Yes, you are right there; his wife was an angel; he married her for love. She was a Zaân, one of the oldest and best nobility of Alsace, but a family ruined by the Revolution. The Countess Odile was the delight of her husband. She died of a decline which carried her off after five years’ illness. Every plan was tried to save her life. They traveled in Italy together but she returned worse than she went, and died a few weeks after their return. The count was almost broken-hearted, and for two years he shut himself up and would see no one. He neglected his hounds and his horses. Time at last calmed his grief, but there is always a remainder of grief,” said the hunchback, pointing with his finger to his heart; “you understand very well, there is still a bleeding wound. Old wounds you know, make themselves felt in change of weather — and old sorrows too — in spring when the flowers bloom again, and in autumn when the dead leaves cover the soil. But the count would not marry again; all his love is given to his daughter.”


“So the marriage was a happy one throughout?”


“Happy! why it was a blessing for everybody.”


I said no more. It was plain that the count had not committed, and could not have committed, a crime. I was obliged to yield to evidence. But, then, what was the meaning of that scene at night, that strange connection with the Black Pest, that fearful acting, that remorse in a dream, which impelled the guilty to betray their past atrocities?


I lost myself in vain conjectures.


Knapwurst re-lighted his pipe, and handed me one, which I accepted.


By that time the icy numbness which had laid hold of me had nearly passed away, and I was enjoying that pleasant sense of relief which follows great fatigue when by the chimney-corner in a comfortable easy-chair, veiled in wreaths of tobacco-smoke, you yield to the luxury of repose, and listen idly to the duet between the chirping of a cricket on the hearth and the hissing of the burning log.


So we sat for a quarter of an hour.


At last I ventured to remark—


“But sometimes the count gets angry with his daughter?”


Knapwurst started, and fixing a sinister, almost a fierce and hostile eye upon me, answered—


“I know, I know!”


I watched him narrowly, thinking I might learn something now in support of my theory, but he simply added ironically—


“The towers of Nideck are high, and slander flies too low to reach their elevation!”


“No doubt; but still it is a fact, is it not?”


“Oh yes, so it is; but after all it is only a craze, an effect of his complaint. As soon as the crisis is past all his love for mademoiselle comes back. I assure you, sir, that a lover of twenty could not be more devoted, more affectionate, than he is. That young girl is his pride and his joy. A dozen times have I seen him riding away to get a dress, or flowers, or what not, for her. He went off alone, and brought back the articles in triumph, blowing his horn. He would have entrusted so delicate a commission to no one, not even to Sperver, whom he is so fond of. Mademoiselle never dares express a wish in his hearing lest he should start off and fulfill it at once. The lord of Nideck is the worthiest master, the tenderest father, and the kindest and most upright of men. Those poachers who are forever infesting our woods, the old Count Ludwig would have strung them up without mercy; our count winks at them; he even turns them into gamekeepers. Look at Sperver! why, if Count Ludwig was alive, Sperver’s bones would long ago have been rattling in chains; instead of which he is head huntsman at the castle.”


All my theories were now in a state of disorganization. I laid my head between my hands and thought a long while.


Knapwurst, supposing that I was asleep, had turned to his folio again.


The gray dawn was now peeping in, and the lamp turning pale. Indistinct voices were audible in the castle.


Suddenly there was a noise of hurried steps outside. I saw someone pass before the window, the door opened abruptly, and Gideon appeared at the threshold.





— XI —


Sperver’s pale face and glowing eyes announced that events were on their way. Yet he was calm, and did not seem surprised at my presence in Knapwurst’s room.


“Fritz,” he said briefly, “I am come to fetch you.” I rose without answering and followed him. Scarcely were we out of the hut when he took me by the arm and drew me on to the castle.


“Mademoiselle Odile wants to see you,” he whispered.


“What! is she ill?”


“No, she is much better, but something or other that is strange is going on. This morning about one o’clock, thinking that the count was nearly breathing his last, I went to wake the countess; with my hand on the bell my heart failed me. ‘Why should I break her heart?’ I said to myself, ‘She will learn her misfortune only too soon; and then to wake her up in the middle of the night, weak and frail as she is, after such shocks, might kill her at a stroke.’ I took a few minutes to consider, and then I resolved I would take it all on myself. I returned to the count’s room. I looked in — not a soul was there! Impossible! the man was in the last agonies of death. I ran into the corridor like a madman. No one was there! Into the long gallery — no one! Then I lost my presence of mind, and rushing again into the young countess’s room, I rang again. This time she appeared, crying out — ‘Is my father dead?’  ‘No.’  ‘Has he disappeared?’  ‘Yes, madam. I had gone out for a minute — when I came in—’  ‘And Doctor Fritz, where is he?’  ‘In Hugh Lupus’s tower.’  ‘In that tower?’ She started. She threw a dressing-gown around her, took her lamp, and went out. I stayed behind. A quarter of an hour after she came back, her feet covered with snow, and so pale and so cold! She set her lamp upon the chimney-piece, and looking at me fixedly, said — ‘Was it you who put the doctor into that tower?’  ‘Yes, madam.’  ‘Unhappy man! you will never know the extent of the harm you have done.’ I was about to answer, but she interrupted me — ‘No more; go and fasten every door and lie down. I will sit up. Tomorrow morning you will find Doctor Fritz at Knapwurst’s, and bring him to me. Make no noise, and mind, you have seen nothing and know nothing!’”


“Is that all, Sperver?” I asked.


He nodded gravely.


“And about the count?”


“He is in again. He is better.”


We had got to the antechamber. Gideon knocked at the door gently, then he opened it, announcing — “Doctor Fritz.”


I took a pace forward, and stood in the presence of Odile. Sperver had retired, closing the door.


A strange impression crossed my mind at the sight of the young countess standing pale and still, leaning upon the back of an armchair, her eyes of feverish brightness, and robed in a long dress of rich black velvet. But she stood calm and firm.


“Doctor,” she said, motioning me to a chair, “pray sit down; I have a very serious matter to speak to you about.”


I obeyed in silence.


In her turn she sat down and seemed to be collecting her thoughts.


“Providence or an evil destiny, I know not which, has made you witness of a mystery in which lies involved the honor of my family.”


So she knew it all!


I sat confounded and astonished.


“Madam, believe me, it was but by chance—”


“It is useless,” she interrupted; “I know it all, and it is frightful!”


Then, in a heartrending appealing voice, she cried—


“My father is not a guilty man!”


I shuddered, and with hands outstretched cried—


“Madam, I know it; I know that the life of your father has been one of the noblest and loveliest.”


Odile had half-risen from her seat, as if to protest, by anticipation, against any supposition that might be injurious to her father. Hearing me myself taking up his defense, she sank back again, and covering her face with her hands, the tears began to flow.


“God bless you, sir!” she exclaimed. “I should have died with the very thought that a breath of suspicion was harbored against him.”


“Ah! madam, who could possibly attach any reality to the action of a somnambulist?”


“That is quite true, sir; I had had that thought myself, but appearances — pardon me — yet I feared — still I knew Doctor Fritz was a man of honor.”


“Pray, madam, be calm.”


“No,” she cried, “let me weep on. It is such a relief; for ten years I have suffered in secret. Oh, how I suffered! That secret, so long shut up in my breast, was killing me. I should soon have died, like my dear mother. God has had pity upon me, and has sent you, and made you share it with me. Let me tell you all, sir, do let me!”


She could speak no more. Sobs and tears broke her voice. So it always is with proud and lofty natures. After having conquered grief, and imprisoned it, buried, and, as it were, crushed down in the secret depths of the mind, they seem happy, or, at any rate, indifferent to the eyes of the uninformed around, and the eye of the most watchful observer might be mistaken; but let a sudden shock break the seal, an unexpected rending of a portion of the veil, then, as with the crash of a thunderstorm, the tower in which the sufferer hid his sorrow falls in ruins to the ground. The conquered foe rises more fierce than before his defeat and captivity; he shakes with fury the prison doors, the frame trembles with long shudderings, sobs and sighs heave the breast, the tears, too long contained within bounds, overflow their swollen banks, bounding and rushing as if after the heavy rain of a thunderstorm.


Such was Odile.


At length she lifted her beautiful head; she wiped her tear-stained cheeks, and with her arm on the elbow of her chair, her cheek resting on her hand, and her eyes tenderly fixed on a picture on the wall, she resumed in slow and melancholy tones:


“When I go back into the past, sir, when I return to my first impressions, my mother’s is the picture before me. She was a tall, pale, and silent woman. She was still young at the period to which I am referring. She was scarcely thirty, and yet you would have thought her fifty. Her brow was silvered round with hair white as snow; her thin, hollow cheeks, her sharp, clear profile — her lips ever closed together with an expression of pain — gave to her features a strange character in which pride and pain seemed to contend for the mastery. There was nothing left of the elasticity of youth in that aged woman of thirty — nothing but her tall, upright figure, her brilliant eyes, and her voice, which was always as gentle and as sweet as a dream of childhood. She often walked up and down for hours in this very room, with her head hanging down, and I, an unthinking child, ran happily along by her side, never aware that my mother was sad, never understanding the meaning of the deep melancholy revealed by those furrows that traversed her fair brow. I knew nothing of the past, to me the present was joy and happiness, and oh! the future! — the dark, miserable future! — there was none! My only future was tomorrow’s play!”


Odile smiled bitterly and went on:


“Sometimes I would happen, in my noisy play, to disturb my mother in her silent walk; then she would stop, look down, and, seeing me at her feet, would slowly bend, kiss me with an absent smile, and then again resume her interrupted walk and her sad gait. Since then, sir, whenever I have desired to search back in my memory for remembrances of my early days that tall, pale woman has risen before me, the image of melancholy. There she is,” pointing to a picture on the wall — “there she is! — not such as illness made her as my father supposes, but that fatal and terrible secret. See!”


I turned round, and as my eye dwelt upon the portrait the lady pointed to, I shuddered.


It was a long, pale, thin face, cold and rigid as death, and only luridly lighted up by two dark, deep-set eyes, fixed, burning, and of a terrible intensity.


There was a moment’s silence.


“How much that woman must have suffered!” I said to myself with a pain striking at my heart.


“I know not how my mother made that terrible discovery,” added Odile, “but she became aware of the mysterious attraction of the Black Pest and their meetings in Hugh Lupus’s tower; she knew it all — all! She never suspected my father — ah no! — but she perished away by slow degrees under this consuming influence! and I myself am dying.”


I bowed my head into my hands and wept in silence.


“One night,” she went on, “one night — I was only ten — and my mother, with the remains of her superhuman energy, for she was near her end that night, came to me when I lay asleep. It was in winter; a stony cold hand caught me by the wrist. I looked up. Before me stood a tall woman; in one hand she held a flaming torch, with the other she held me by the arm. Her robe was sprinkled with snow. There was a convulsive movement in all her limbs and her eyes were fired with a gloomy light through the long locks of white hair which hung in disorder round her face. It was my mother; and she said, ‘Odile, my child, get up and dress! You must know it all!’ Then taking me to Hugh Lupus’s tower she showed me the open subterranean passage. ‘Your father will come out that way,’ she said, pointing to the tower; ‘he will come out with the she-wolf; don’t be frightened, he won’t see you.’ And presently my father, bearing his funereal burden, came out with the old woman. My mother took me in her arms and followed; she showed me the dismal scene on the Altenberg of which you know. ‘Look, my child,’ she said; ‘you must for I — am going to die soon. You will have to keep that secret. You alone are to sit up with your father,’ she said impressively — ‘you alone. The honor of your family depends upon you!’ And so we returned. A fortnight after my mother died, leaving me her will to accomplish and her example to follow. I have scrupulously obeyed her injunctions as a sacred command, but oh, at what a sacrifice! You have seen it all. I have been obliged to disobey my father and to rend his heart. If I had married I should have brought a stranger into the house and betrayed the secret of our race. I resisted. No one in this castle knows of the somnambulism of my father, and but for yesterday’s crisis, which broke down my strength completely and prevented me from sitting up with my father, I should still have been its sole depositary. God has decreed otherwise, and has placed the honor and reputation of my family in your keeping. I might demand of you, sir, a solemn promise never to reveal what you have seen tonight. I should have a right to do so.”


“Madam,” I said, rising, “I am ready.”


“No, sir,” she replied with much dignity, “I will not put such an affront upon you. Oaths fail to bind base men, and honor alone is a sufficient guarantee for the upright. You will keep that secret, sir, I know you will keep it, because it is your duty to do so. But I expect more than this of you, much more, and this is why I consider myself obliged to tell you all!”


She rose slowly from her seat.


“Doctor Fritz,” she resumed in a voice which made every nerve within me quiver with deep emotion, “my strength is unequal to my burden; I bend beneath it. I need a helper, a friend. Will you be that friend?”


“Madam,” I replied, rising from my seat, “I gratefully accept your offer of friendship. I cannot tell you how proud I am of your confidence; but still, allow me to unite with it one condition.”


“Pray speak, sir.”


“I mean that I will accept that title of friend with all the duties and obligations which it shall impose upon me.”


“What duties do you mean?”


“There is a mystery overhanging your family; that mystery must be discovered and solved at any cost. That Black Pest must be apprehended. We must find out where she comes from, what she is, and what she wants!”


“Oh, but that is impossible!” she said with a movement of despair.


“Who can tell that, madam? Perhaps Divine Providence may have had a design connected with me in sending Sperver to fetch me here.”


“You are right, sir. God never acts without consummate wisdom. Do whatever you think right. I give my approval in advance.”


I raised to my lips the hand which she tremblingly placed in mine, and went out full of admiration for this frail and feeble woman, who was, nevertheless, so strong in the time of trial. Is anything grander than duty nobly accomplished?





— XII —


An hour after the conversation with Odile, Sperver and I were riding hard, and leaving Nideck rapidly behind us.


The huntsman, bending forward over his horse’s neck, encouraged him with voice and action.


He rode so fast that his tall Mecklemburger, her mane flying, tail outstretched, and legs extended wide, seemed almost motionless, so swiftly did she cleave the air. As for my little Ardenne pony, I think he was running right away with his rider. Lieverlé accompanied us, flying alongside of us like an arrow from the bow. A whirlwind seemed to sweep us in our headlong way.


The towers of Nideck were far away, and Sperver was keeping ahead as usual when I shouted—


“Halloo, comrade, pull up! Halt! Before we go any farther let us know what we are about.”


He faced round.


“Only just tell me, Fritz, is it right or is it left?”


“No; that won’t do. It is of the first importance that you should know the object of our journey. In short, we are going to catch the hag.”


A flush of pleasure brightened up the long sallow face of the old poacher, and his eyes sparkled.


“Ha, ha!” he cried, “I knew we should come to that at last!”


And he slipped his rifle round from his shoulder into his hand.


This significant action roused me.


“Wait, Sperver; we are not going to kill the Black Pest, but to take her alive!”


“Alive?”


“No doubt, and it will spare you a good deal of remorse perhaps if I declare to you that the life of this old woman is bound up with that of your master. The ball that hits her hits your lord.”


Sperver gazed at me in astonishment.


“Is this really true, Fritz?”


“Positively true.”


There was a long silence; our mounts, Fox and Rappel, tossed their heads at each other as if in the act of saluting one another, scraping up the snow with their hoofs in congratulation upon so pleasant an expedition. Lieverlé opened wide his red mouth, gaping with impatience, extending and bending his long meagre body like a snake, and Sperver sat motionless, his hand still upon his gun.


“Well, let us try and catch her alive. We will put on gloves if we have to touch her, but it is not so easy as you think, Fritz.”


And pointing out with extended hand the panorama of mountains which lay unrolled about us like a vast amphitheater, he added—


“Look! there’s the Altenberg, the Schnéeberg, the Oxenhorn, the Rhéthal, the Behrenkopf, and if we only got up a little higher we should see fifty more mountain-tops far away, right into the Palatinate. There are rocks and ravines, passes and valleys, torrents and waterfalls, forests, and more mountains; here beeches, there firs, then oaks, and the old woman has got all that for her camping-ground. She tramps everywhere, and lives in a hole wherever she pleases. She has a sure foot, a keen eye, and can scent you a couple of miles off. How are you going to catch her, then?”


“If it was an easy matter where would be the merit? I should not then have chosen you to take a part in it.”


“That is all very fine, Fritz. If we only had one end of her trail, who knows but with courage and perseverance—”


“As for her trail, don’t trouble about that; that’s my business.”


“Yours?”


“Yes, mine.”


“What do you know about following up a trail?”


“Why should not I?”


“Oh, if you are so sure of it, and you know more about it than I do, of course march on, and I’ll follow!”


It was easy to see that the old hunter was vexed that I should presume to trespass upon his special province; therefore, only laughing inwardly, I required no repetition of the request to lead on, and I turned sharply to the left, sure of coming across the old woman’s trail, who, after having left the count at the postern gate, must have crossed the plain to reach the mountain. Sperver rode behind me now, whistling rather contemptuously, and I could hear him now and then grumbling—


“What is the use of looking for the track of the she-wolf in the plain? Of course she went along the forest side just as usual. But it seems she has altered her habits, and now walks about with her hands in her pockets, like a respectable Fribourg tradesman out for a walk.”


I turned a deaf ear to his hints, but in a moment I heard him utter an exclamation of surprise; then, fixing a keen eye upon me, he said—


“Fritz, you know more than you choose to tell.”


“How so, Gideon?”


“The track that I should have been a week finding, you have got it at once. Come, that’s not all right!”


“Where do you see it, then?”


“Oh, don’t pretend to be looking at your feet.”


And pointing out to me at some distance a scarcely perceptible white streak in the snow—


“There she is!”


Immediately he galloped up to it; I followed in a couple of minutes; we had dismounted, and were examining the track of the Black Pest.


“I should like to know,” cried Sperver, “how that track came here?”


“Don’t let that trouble you,” I replied.


“You are right, Fritz; don’t mind what I say; sometimes I do speak rather at random. What we want now is to know where that track will lead us to.”


And now the huntsman knelt on the ground.


I was all ears; he was closely examining.


“It is a fresh track,” he pronounced, “last night’s. It is a strange thing, Fritz, during the count’s last attack that old witch was hanging about the castle.”


Then examining with greater care—


“She passed here between three and four o’clock this morning.”


“How can you tell that?”


“It is quite a fresh track; there is sleet all round it. Last night, about twelve, I came out to shut the doors; there was sleet falling then, there is none upon the footsteps, therefore she has passed since.”


“That is true enough, Sperver, but it may have been made much later; for instance, at eight or nine.”


“No, look, there is frost upon it! The fog that freezes on the snow only comes at daybreak. The creature passed here after the sleet and before the fog — that is, about three or four this morning.”


I was astonished at Sperver’s exactitude.


He rose from his knee, clapping his hands together to get rid of the snow, and looking at me thoughtfully, as if speaking to himself, said—


“It is twelve, is it not, Fritz?”


“A quarter to twelve.”


“Very well; then the old woman has got seven hours’ start of us. We must follow upon her trail step by step; on horseback we can do it in half the time, and, if she is still going, about seven or eight tonight we have got her, Fritz. Now then, we’re off.”


And we started afresh upon the track. It led us straight to the mountains.


Galloping away, Sperver said—


“If good luck only would have it that she had rested an hour or two in a hole in a rock, we might be up with her before the daylight is gone.”


“Let us hope so, Gideon.”


“Oh, don’t think of it. The old she-wolf is always moving; she never tires; she tramps along all the hollows in the Black Forest. We must not flatter ourselves with vain hopes. If, perhaps, she has stopped on her journey, so much the better for us; and if she still keeps going, we won’t let that discourage us. Come on at a gallop.”


It is a very strange feeling to be hunting down a fellow-creature; for, after all, that unhappy woman was of our own kind and nature; endowed like ourselves with an immortal soul to be saved, she felt, and thought, and reflected like ourselves. It is true that a strange perversion of human nature had brought her near to the nature of the wolf, and that some great mystery overshadowed her being. No doubt a wandering life had obliterated the moral sense in her, and even almost effaced the human character; but still nothing in the world can give one man a right to exercise over another the dominion of the man over the brute.


And yet a burning ardor hurried us on in pursuit; my blood was at fever heat; I was determined to stand at no obstacle in laying hold of this extraordinary being. A wolf-hunt or a boar-hunt would not have excited me near so much.


The snow was flying in our rear; sometimes splinters of ice, bitten off by the horseshoes, like shavings of iron from machinery, whizzed past our ears.


Sperver, sometimes with his nose in the air and his red mustache floating in the wind, sometimes with his gray eyes intently following the track, reminded me of those famous Cossacks that I had seen pass through Germany when I was a boy; and his tall, lanky horse, muscular and full-maned, its body as slender as a greyhound’s, completed the illusion.


Lieverlé, in a high state of enthusiasm and excitement, took bounds sometimes as high as our horses’ backs, and I could not but tremble at the thought that when we came up at last with the Pest he might tear her in pieces before we could prevent him.


But the old woman gave us all the trouble she could; on every hill she doubled, at every hillock there was a false track.


“After all, it is easy here,” cried Sperver, “to what it will be in the wood. We shall have to keep our eyes open there! Do you see the accursed beast? Here she has confused the track! There she has been amusing herself sweeping the trail, and then from that height which is exposed to the wind she has slipped down to the stream, and has crept along through the cresses to get to the underwood. But for those two footsteps she would have sold us completely.”


We had just reached the edge of a pine-forest. In woods of this description the snow never reaches the ground except in the open spaces between the trees, the dense foliage intercepting it in its fall. This was a difficult part of our enterprise. Sperver dismounted to see our way better, and placed me on his left so as not to be hindered by my shadow.


Here were large spaces covered with dead leaves and the needles and cones of the fir-trees, which retain no footprint. It was, therefore, only in the open patches where the snow had fallen on the ground that Sperver found the track again.


It took us an hour to get through this thicket. The old poacher bit his mustache with excitement and vexation, and his long nose visibly bent into a hook. When I was only opening my mouth to speak, he would impatiently say—


“Don’t speak — it bothers me!”


At last we descended a valley to the left and Gideon pointing to the track of the she-wolf outside the edge of the brushwood, triumphantly remarked—


“There is no feint in this sortie, for once. We may follow this track confidently.”


“Why so?”


“Because the Pest has a habit every time she doubles of going three paces to the right; then she retraces her steps four, five, or six in the other direction, and jumps away into a clear place. But when she thinks she has sufficiently disguised her trail she breaks out without troubling herself to make any feints. There now! What did I say? Now she is burrowing beneath the brushwood like a wild boar, and it won’t be so difficult to follow her up.”


“Well, let us put the track between us and smoke a pipe.”


We halted, and the honest fellow, whose countenance was beginning to brighten up, looking up at me with enthusiasm, cried—


“Fritz, if we have luck this will be one of the finest days in my life. If we catch the old hag I will strap her across my horse behind me like a bundle of old rags. There is only one thing troubles me.”


“And what is that?”


“That I forgot my bugle. I should have liked to have sounded the return on getting near the castle! Ha, ha, ha!”


He lighted his stump of a pipe and we galloped off again.


The track of the she-wolf now passed on to the heights of the forest by so steep an ascent that several times we had to dismount and lead our horses by the bridle.


“There she is, turning to the right,” said Sperver. “In this direction the mountains are craggy; perhaps one of us will have to lead both horses while the other climbs to look after the trail. But don’t you think the light is going?”


The landscape now was assuming an aspect of grandeur and magnificence. Vast gray rocks, sparkling with long icicles, raised here and there their sharp peaks like breakers amidst a snowy sea.


There is nothing more sadly impressive than the aspect of winter in a mountainous region. The jagged crests of the precipices, the deep, dark ravines, the woods sparkling with hoarfrost like diamonds, all form a picture of desertion, desolation, and unspeakable melancholy. The silence is so profound that you hear a dead leaf rustling on the snow, or the needle of the fir dropping to the ground. Such a silence is oppressive as the tomb; it urges on the mind the idea of man’s nothingness in the vastness of creation.


How frail a being is man! Two winters together, without a summer between, would sweep him off the earth!


At times we felt it a necessity to be saying something if only to show that we were keeping up our spirits.


“Ah, we are getting on! How fearfully cold! Lieverlé, what is the matter? what have you found now?”


Unfortunately Fox and Rappel were beginning to tire; they sank deeper in the snow and no longer neighed joyfully.


And added to this the endless mazes of the Black Forest wearied us too. The old woman affected this solitary region greatly; here she had trotted round a deserted charcoal-burner’s hut; farther on she had torn out the roots that projected from a moss-grown rock; there she had sat at the foot of a tree, and that very recently — not more than two hours since, for the track was quite fresh — and our hope and our ardor rose together. But the daylight was slowly fading away!


Very strangely, ever since our departure from Nideck we had met neither wood-cutters, nor charcoal-burners, nor timber-carriers. At this season the silence and solitude of the Black Forest is as deep as that of the North-American steppes.


At five o’clock it was almost dark. Sperver halted and said—


“Fritz, my lad, we have started a couple of hours too late. The she-wolf has had too long a start. In ten minutes it will be as dark as a dungeon. The best way would be to reach Roche Creuse, which is twenty minutes’ ride from here, light a good fire, and eat our provisions and empty our flasks. When the moon is up we will follow the trail again, and unless the old hag is the foul fiend himself, ten to one we shall find her dead and stiff with cold against the foot of a tree, for nothing can live after such a tremendous tramp in weather like this. Sébalt is the best walker in the Black Forest, and he would not have stood it. Come, Fritz, what is your opinion?”


“I am not so mad as to think differently. Besides, I am perishing with hunger!”


“Well, let us start again.”


He took the lead and passed into a close and narrow glen between two precipitous faces of rock. The fir-trees met over our heads; under our feet ran a mere thread of the stream, and from time to time some ray from above was dimly reflected in the depths below and glinted with a dull leaden light.


The darkness was now such that I thought it prudent to drop my bridle on Rappel’s neck. The steps of our horses on the slippery gravel awoke strange discordant sounds like the screaming of monkeys at play. The echoes from rock to rock caught up and repeated every sound, and in the distance a tiny space of deep blue widened as we advanced; it was the issue from the glen.


“Fritz,” said Sperver, “we are in the bed of the Tunkelbach. This is the wildest spot in the Black Forest. The end is a pit called La Marmite du Grand Gueulard, the muckle-mouthed giant’s kettle. In the spring, when the snow is melting, the Tunkelbach hurls all its waters into it, a depth of two hundred feet. There is an awful uproar; the waters dash down and then splash up again and fall in spray on all the hills around. Sometimes it even fills the Roche Creuse, but just now it must be as dry as a powder-flask.”


Whilst I was listening to Gideon’s explanations I was at the same time meditating upon this dark and fearful glen, and I reflected that the instinct which attracts the brutes into such retreats as these, far from the light of heaven, away from everything bright and cheerful, must partake of the nature of remorse. Those animals which love the open sunshine — the goat aloft upon a high conspicuous peak, the horse flying across the wide plain, the dog capering round his master, the bird bathed in sunlight — all breathe joy and happiness; they bask, and sing, and rejoice in dancing and delight. The kid nibbling the tender grass under the shade of the great trees is as poetic an object as the shelter that it loves; the fierce boar is as rough as the tangled brakes through which he loves to run his huge bristly back; the eagle is as proud and lofty as the sky-piercing crags on which he perches as his home; the lion is as majestic as the arching vaults of the caves where he makes his den; but the wolf, the fox, and the ferret seek the darkness that conforms to their ugly deeds; fear and remorse dog their steps.


I was still dreamily pursuing these thoughts, and I was beginning to feel the keen air moving upon my face, for we were approaching the outlet of the gorge, when all at once a red light struck the rock a hundred feet above us, purpling the dark green of the fir-trees and lighting up the wreaths of snow.


“Ha!” cried Sperver, “we have got her at last!”


My heart leaped; we stood, closely pressed, the one against the other.


The dog growled low and deep.


“Cannot she escape?” I asked in a whisper.


“No; she is caught like a rat in a trap. There is no way out of La Marmite du Grand Gueulard but this, and everywhere all round the rocks are two hundred feet high. Now, vile hag, I hold you!”


He alighted in the ice-cold stream, handing me his bridle. I caught in the silence the click of the lock of his gun, and that slight noise threw me into a tremor of apprehension.


“Sperver, what are you about?”


“Don’t be alarmed; it is only to frighten her.”


“Very well, then, but no blood. Remember what I told you — the ball which strikes the Pest slays the count!”


“Don’t trouble yourself,” was the answer.


He went away without further parley. I could hear the splash of his feet in the water; then I saw his tall figure emerge at the opening of the dark glen, black against a purple background. He stood five minutes motionless. Attentive, bending forward, I looked and listened, still moving onward. As he returned I was but a few yards from him.


“Hark!” he whispered mysteriously. “Look there!”


At the end of the hollow, scooped out perpendicularly like a quarry in the mountain side, I saw a bright fire unrolling its golden spires beneath the vault of a cave, and before the fire sat a man with his hands clasped about his knees, whom I recognized by his dress as the Baron de Zimmer-Bluderich.


He sat motionless, his forehead resting between his hands. Behind him lay a dark gaunt form extended on the ground. Farther on, his horse, half lost in the shade, reared his neck, gazed on us with eyes fixed, ears erect, and nostrils distended.


I stood rooted to the ground.


How did the Baron de Zimmer happen to be in that lonely wilderness at such a time? What did he want here? Had he lost his way?


The most contradictory conjectures were passing in confusion through my excited brain, and I could not tell what conclusion to arrive at, when the baron’s horse began to neigh, and the master raised his head.


“Well, Donner, what is the matter now?” said he.


Then he, too, directed his gaze our way, straining his eyes through the darkness.


That pale face, with its strongly-marked features, thin lips, and thick black eyebrows meeting together, and forming a deep hollow on the brow in the form of a long vertical wrinkle, would have struck me with admiration at any other time; while now an inexplicable anxiety laid hold of me, and I was filled with vague apprehensions.


Suddenly the young man exclaimed—


“Who goes there?”


“I, monseigneur,” answered Sperver, coming forward — “Sperver, chief huntsman to the lord of Nideck.”


A flash shot from the baron’s quick eye; not a muscle of his countenance quailed. He rose to his feet, gathering his pelisse over his shoulders. I drew towards me the horses and the dog, and this animal suddenly began howling fearfully.


Is not everyone, more or less, subject to superstitious fears? At these dismal sounds I trembled, and a cold shudder crept through my whole body.


Sperver and the baron stood at a distance of fifty yards from each other; the first immovable in the midst of the deep glen, his gun unslung from his shoulder, the other erect upon the level platform outside of the cave, carrying his head high, fixing on us a haughty eye and a proud look of superiority.


“What do you want here?” he asked aggressively.


“We are looking for a woman,” replied the old poacher — “a woman who comes every year prowling about Nideck, and our orders are to take her.”


“Has she stolen anything?”


“No.”


“Has she committed murder?”


“No, monseigneur.”


“Then what do you want with her? What right have you to pursue her?”


“And you — what right have you over her?” answered Sperver with an ironical smile. “See, there she is. I can see her at the bottom of the cave. What right have you to meddle with our affairs? Don’t you know that we are here in the domains of Nideck, and that we administer justice and execute our own decrees?”


The young man changed color, and said coldly—


“I have no account to render to you.”


“Beware,” replied Sperver. “I am come with proposals of peace and conciliation. I am here on behalf of the lord Yeri-Hans. I am in the execution of my duty, and you are putting yourself in the wrong.”


“Your duty!” cried the young man bitterly. “If you talk about your duty you will oblige me to do mine!”


“Well, do it!” cried the huntsman, whose features were becoming disturbed with anger.


“No,” replied the baron, “I am not responsible to you, and you shall not come here!”


“That’s what we shall soon see!” said Sperver, drawing nearer to the cave.


The young man drew his hunting-knife. Perceiving this menacing action, I was about to dart between them, but happily the hound which I was holding by his collar slipped from me with a violent shock and threw me on the ground. I thought the baron would be lost, but at that instant a wild shriek rose from the dark bottom of the cavern, and as I rose to my feet I saw the old woman standing erect before the fire, her tattered garments hanging loosely about her, her gray and tangled locks floating wildly in the wind; she flung her bony arms in the air and uttered prolonged piercing howls like the cry of agony of the hungry wolf in the long cold nights of winter when famine is gnawing his entrails.


Never in my life have I seen a more fearful apparition. Sperver, motionless, his eyes riveted on the fearful object before him, and his mouth open with astonishment, stood as if rooted to the earth. But the powerful dog, surprised himself at this unexpected sight, stood still for a moment; then with a bend of his bristling back in preparation for a mighty leap, he made a rush with a deep, impatient growl which made me tremble. The platform before the cave was about eight or nine feet from the level where we stood, or he would have reached it at a single bound. I can yet hear him clearing a way through the snowy brambles, the baron flinging himself before the woman with a piercing cry, “My mother!” then the dog taking another spring, and Sperver, quick as lightning, raising his gun, and bringing down the poor animal dead at the young man’s feet.


This was but the work of a second. The gulf had been illuminated with a momentary flash, and the wild echoes were vibrating with the explosion from rock to rock, till it died in the far distance. Then silence again settled on the gloomy scene, as darkness after the lightning.


When the smoke of the explosion had cleared away I saw Lieverlé lying outstretched at the foot of the rock, and the woman fainting in the arms of the young man. Sperver, pale with concentrated rage and excitement, and eyeing the young baron darkly, dropped the butt of his gun to the ground, his features discomposed, and his eyes half-hid in his gloomy frown.


“Seigneur de Bluderich,” he cried, with his hand extended, “I have killed my best friend to save the life of that unhappy woman, your mother! Thank God that her life is bound up with that of the Count of Nideck! Take her away! take her hence, and never let her return here again; if you do I cannot answer for what old Sperver may be driven to do!”


Then, with a glance at the poor dog—


“Oh! Lieverlé, Lieverlé!” he cried, “was it to end thus? Come, Fritz, let us go. I cannot stay here. I might do something that I should have to repent of!”


And, laying hold of Fox by the mane, he was going to throw himself into the saddle, but suddenly his feelings of distress overcame all restraint, and bowing his head upon his horse’s neck, he burst into sobs and tears, and wept like a child.





— XIII —


Sperver had gone, bearing the body of poor Lieverlé in his cloak. I had declined to follow; my sense of duty kept me by this unhappy woman, and I could not leave her without violence to my own feelings.


Besides, I must confess I was curious to see a little more closely this strange mysterious being, and therefore as soon as Sperver had disappeared in the darkness of the glen I began to climb up to reach the cavern.


There I beheld a strange sight.


Extended upon a large cloak of white fur lay the aged woman in a long and ragged robe of purple, her fingers clutching her breast, a golden arrow through her gray hair.


Never shall I forget the figure of this strange woman; her vulture-like features distorted with the last agonies of death, her eyes set, her gasping mouth, were fearful to look upon. Such might have been the terrible Queen Frédégonde.


The baron, on his knees at her side, was trying to restore her to animation; but I saw at a glance that the wretched creature was dying, and it was not without a profound sense of pity that I took her by the arm.


“Leave madame alone — don’t touch her,” cried the young man with irritation.


“I am a surgeon, monseigneur.”


He looked in silence at me for a moment, then rising, said—


“Pardon me, sir; pray forgive my hasty language.”


He trembled with excitement, scarcely yet subdued, and presently he went on—


“What is your opinion, sir?”


“It is over — she is dead!”


Then, without speaking another word, he sat upon a large stone, with his forehead resting upon his hand and his elbow on his knee, his eyes motionless, as still as a statue.


I sat near the fire, watching the flames rising to the vaulted roof of the cave, and casting lurid reflections upon the rigid features of the corpse.


We had sat there an hour as motionless as statues, each deep in thought, when, suddenly lifting his head, the baron said—


“Sir, all this utterly confounds me. Here is my mother — for twenty-six years I thought I knew her — and now an abyss of horrible mysteries opens before me. You are a doctor; tell me, did you ever know anything so dreadful?”


“Monseigneur,” I replied, “the Count of Nideck is afflicted with a complaint strikingly similar to that from which your mother appears to have suffered. If you feel enough confidence in me to communicate to me the facts which you have yourself observed, I will gladly tell you what I know myself; for perhaps this exchange of our experiences might supply me with the means to save my patient.”


“Willingly, sir,” he replied, and without any further prelude he informed me that the Baroness de Bluderich, a member of one of the noblest families in Saxony, took, every year towards autumn, a journey into Italy, with no attendant besides an old man-servant, who possessed her entire confidence; that that man, being at the point of death, had desired a private interview with the son of his old master, and that at that last hour, prompted, no doubt, by the pangs of remorse, he had told the young man that his mother’s visit to Italy was only a pretense to enable her to make, you observed, a certain excursion into the Black Forest, the object of which was unknown to himself, but which must have had something fearful in its character, since the baroness returned always in a state of physical prostration, ragged, half dead, and that weeks of rest alone could restore her after the hideous labors of those few days.


This was the purport of the old servant’s disclosures to the young baron, who believed that in so doing he was only fulfilling his duty.


The son, anxious at any sacrifice to know the truth of this account, had, that very year, ascertained it, first by following his mother to Baden, and then by penetrating on her track into the gorges of the Black Forest. The footsteps which Sébalt had tracked in the woods were his.


When the baron had thus imparted his knowledge to me, I thought I ought not to conceal from him the mysterious influence which the appearance of the old woman in the neighborhood of the castle exercised over the count, nor the other circumstances of this unaccountable series of events.


We were both amazed at the extraordinary coincidence between the facts narrated, the mysterious attraction which these beings unconsciously exercised the one over the other, the tragic drama which they performed in union, the familiarity which the old woman had shown with the castle, and its most secret passages, without any previous examination of them; the costume which she had discovered in which to carry out this secret act, and which could only have been rummaged out of some mysterious retreat revealed to her by the strange instinct of insanity. Finally, we were agreed that there are unknown, unfathomed depths in our being, and that the mystery of death is not the only secret which God has veiled from our eyes, although it may seem to us the most important.


But the darkness of night was beginning to yield to the pale tints of early dawn. A bat was sounding the departure of the hours of darkness with a singular note resembling the gurgling of liquid from a narrow bottle-neck. A neighing of horses was heard far up the defile; then, with the first rays of dawn, we distinguished a sledge driven by the baron’s servant; its bottom was littered with straw; on this the body was laid.


I mounted my horse, who seemed not sorry to use his limbs again, which had been numbed by standing upon ice and snow the whole night through. I rode after the sledge to the exit from the defile, when, after a grave salutation — the usual token of courtesy between the nobility and the people — they drove off in the direction of Hirschland and I rode towards the towers of Nideck.


At nine I was in the presence of Mademoiselle Odile, to whom I gave a faithful narrative of all that had taken place.


Then repairing to the count’s apartments, I found him in a very satisfactory state of improvement. He felt very weak, as was to be expected after the terrible shocks of such crises as he had gone through, but had returned to the full possession of his clear faculties, and the fever had left him the evening before. There was, therefore, every prospect of a speedy cure.


A few days later, seeing the old lord in a state of convalescence, I expressed a desire to return to Fribourg, but he entreated me so earnestly to stay altogether at Nideck, and offered me terms so honorable and advantageous, that I felt myself unable to refuse compliance with his wishes.


I shall long remember the first boar-hunt in which I had the honor to join with the count, and especially the magnificent return home in a torchlight procession after having sat in the saddle for twelve hours together.


I had just had supper, and was going up into Hugh Lupus’s tower completely knocked up, when, passing Sperver’s room, whose door was half open, shouts and cries of joy reached my ears. I stopped, when the most jovial spectacle burst upon me. Around the massive oaken table beamed twenty square rosy faces, bright and ruddy with health and fun.


The hob and nobbing of the glasses gave out an incessant tinkling and clattering. There was sitting Sperver with his bossy forehead, his mustaches bedewed with Rhenish wine, his eyes sparkling, and his gray hair rather disordered; at his right was Marie Lagoutte, on his left Knapwurst. He was raising aloft the ancient silver-gilt and chased goblet dimmed with age, and on his manly chest glittered the silver plate of his shoulder-belt, for, according to his custom on a hunting day, he was still wearing the uniform of his office.


The color of Marie Lagoutte’s cheeks, rather redder even than usual, told of an evening of jollity, and her broad cap-frills seemed as if they were wanting to fly all abroad; she sat laughing, now with one, then with another.


Knapwurst, squatting in his armchair, with his head on a level with Sperver’s elbow, looked like a big pumpkin. Then came Tobias Offenloch, so red that you would have thought he had bathed his face in the red wine, leaning back with his wig upon the chair-back and his wooden leg extended under the table. Farther on loomed the melancholy long face of Sébalt, who was peeping with a sickly smile into the bottom of his wine-glass.


Besides these worthies there were present the waiting-people, men and women servants, comprising all that little community which springs up around the board of the great people of the land and belongs to them as the ivy, and the moss, and the wild convolvulus belong to the monarch of the forests.


Upon the groaning board lay a vast ham, displaying its concentric circles of pink and white. Then among the gaily-patterned plates and dishes came the long-necked bottles containing the produce of the vineyards that border the broad and flowing Rhine — long German pipes with little silver chains, and long shining blades of steel.


The light of the lamp shed over the whole scene its amber-colored hue and left in the shade the old gray and time-stained walls, where hung in ample numbers the brazen convolutions of the hunting-horns and bugles.


What an original picture! The vaulted roof was ringing with the joyous shouts of laughter.


Sperver, as I have already told, was lifting high the full bumper and singing the song of Black Hatto, the Burgrave,


“I am king on these mountains of mine,”


while the rosy dew of Affénthal hung trembling from his long mustaches. As soon as he caught sight of me he stopped, and holding out his hand—


“Fritz,” said he, “we only wanted you. It is a long time since I felt so comfortable as I do tonight. You are welcome, old boy!”


As I gazed upon him with surprise — for since the death of Lieverlé I had never seen him smile — he added more seriously—


“We are celebrating the return of monseigneur to his health, and Knapwurst is telling us stories.”


All the guests turned my way, and I was saluted with kindly welcomes on all sides.


I was dragged in by Sébalt, seated near Marie Lagoutte, and found a large glass of Bohemian wine in my hand before I could quite understand the meaning of it all.


The old hall was echoing with merry peals of laughter, and Sperver, throwing his arm round my neck, holding his cup high, and with an attempt at gravity which showed plainly that the wine was up in his head, he shouted—


“Here is my son! He and I — I and he — until death! Here’s the health of Doctor Fritz!”


Knapwurst, standing as high as he was able upon the seat of his armchair, not unlike a turnip half divided in two, leaned towards me and held me out his glass. Marie Lagoutte shook out the long streamers of her cap, and Sébalt, upright before his chair, as gaunt and lean as the shade of the wild jäger amongst the heather, repeated, “Your health, Doctor Fritz!” whilst the flakes of silvery foam ran down his cup and floated gently down upon the stone-flagged floor.


Then there was a moment’s silence. Every guest drank. Then, with a single clash, every glass was set vigorously down upon the table.


“Bravo!” cried Sperver.


Then turning to me—


“Fritz, we have already drunk to the health of the count and of Mademoiselle Odile; you will do the same.”


Twice had I to drain the cup before the vigilant eyes of the whole table. Then I too began to look grave. Could it have been drunken gravity? A luminous radiance seemed shed on every object; faces stood out brightly from the darkness, and looked more nearly upon me; in truth, there were youthful faces and aged, pretty and ugly, but all alike beamed upon me kindly, and lovingly, and tenderly; but it was the youngest, at the other end of the table, whose bright eyes attracted me, and we exchanged long and wistful glances, full of affection and sympathy!


Sperver kept on humming and laughing. Suddenly putting his hand upon the dwarf’s misshapen back, he cried—


“Silence! Here is Knapwurst, our historian and chronicler! He is preparing to speak. This hump holds all the history of the house of Nideck from the beginning of time!”


The little hunchback, not at all indignant at so ambiguous a compliment, directed his benevolent eyes upon the face of the huntsman, and replied—


“You, Sperver, you are one of the reiters whose story I have been telling you. You have the arm, and the courage, and the whiskers of a reiter [soldier] of old! If that window opened wide, and a reiter was to hold out his hand at the end of his long arm to you, what would you say to him?”


“I would say, ‘You are welcome, comrade; sit down and drink. You will find the wine just as good and the girls just as pretty as they were in the days of old Hugh Lupus.’ Look!”


And he pointed with his glass at the jolly young faces that brightened the farther end of the table.


Certainly the damsels of Nideck were lovely. Some were blushing with pleasure to hear their own praises; others half-veiled their rosy cheeks with their long drooping eyelashes, while one or two seemed rather to prefer to display their, sweet blue eyes by raising them to the smoky ceiling. I wondered at my own insensibility that I had never before noticed these fair roses blooming in the towers of the ancient manor.


“Silence!” cried Sperver for the second time. “Our friend Knapwurst is going to tell us again the legend he related to us just now.”


“Won’t you have another instead?” asked the hunchback.


“No. I like this best.”


“I know better ones than that.”


“Knapwurst,” insisted the huntsman, raising his finger impressively, “I have reasons for wishing to hear the same again and no other. Cut it shorter if you like. There is a great deal in it. Now, Fritz, listen!”


The dwarf, rather under the influence of the sparkling wine he had taken, rested his elbows on the table, and with his cheeks clutched in his bony fingers, and his eyes starting from his head with his concentrated efforts to speak with becoming seriousness, he cried as if he were publishing a proclamation—


“Bernard Hertzog relates that the burgrave Hugh, surnamed Lupus, or the Wolf, when he was old, used to wear a cowl, which was a kind of knitted cap that covered in the crest of the knight’s helmet when engaged in fighting. When the helmet tired him he would take it off and put on the knitted cowl, and its long cape fell around his shoulders.


“Up to his eighty-second year Hugh still wore his armor, though he could hardly breathe in it.


“Then he sent for Otto of Burlach, his chaplain, his eldest son Hugh, his second son Berthold, and his daughter the red-haired Bertha, wife of a Saxon chief named Bluderich, and said to them—


“‘Your mother the she-wolf has bequeathed you her claws; her blood flows, mingled with mine, in your veins. In you the wolf’s blood will flow from generation to generation; it shall weep and howl among the snows of the Black Forest. Some will say, “Hark! The wind howls!” others, “No, it is the owl hooting!” But not so; it is your blood, mine and the blood of the she-wolf who drove me to murder Hedwige, my wife before God and the Church. She died under my bloody hands! Cursed be the she-wolf! for it is written, “I will visit the sins of the fathers upon the children.” The crime of the father shall be visited upon the children until justice shall have been satisfied!’


“Then old Hugh the Wolf died.


“From that dreary day the north wind has howled across the wilds, and the owl has hooted in the dark, and travelers by night know not that it is the blood of the she-wolf weeping for the day of vengeance that will come, whose blood will be renewed from generation to generation — so says Hertzog — until the day when the first wife of Hugh, Hedwige the Fair, shall reappear at Nideck under the form of an angel to comfort and to forgive!”


Then Sperver, rising from his seat, took a lamp and demanded of Knapwurst the keys of the library, and beckoned to me to follow him.


We rapidly traversed the long dark gallery, then the armory, and soon the archive-chamber appeared at the end of the great corridor.


All noises had died away in the distance. The place seemed quite deserted.


Once or twice I turned round, and could then see with a creeping feeling of dread our two long fantastic shadows in ghostly fashion writhing in strange distortions upon the high tapestry.


Sperver quickly opened the old oak door, and with torch uplifted, his hair all bristling in disorder, and excited features, walked in the first. Standing before the portrait of Hedwige, whose likeness to the young countess had struck me at our first visit to the library, he addressed me in these solemn words:


“Here is she who was to return to comfort and pity me! She has returned! At this moment she is downstairs with the old count. Look well, Fritz; do you recognize her? Is it not Odile?”


Then turning to the picture of Hugh’s second wife—


“There,” he said, “is Huldine, the she-wolf. For a thousand years she has wept in the deep gorges amongst the pine forests of the Schwartzwald; she was the cause of the death of poor Lieverlé; but henceforward the lords of Nideck may rest securely, for justice is done, and the good angel of this lordly house has returned!”
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’Twas at the middle hour of night;

And though the moon gave her pale light,

O’er the haunted wood a thick mist hung,

And the wind was howling its leaves among.

In a cart along that way so wild

A peasant was driving his wife and child.





“For the folks thou need’st fear not,

They dance ’neath the moon on yon green spot.

Should the screech-owl cry from yonder marsh,

Say a prayer, nor heed its voice so harsh.

Whate’er thou seest, be not afraid,

But clasp the child,” the father said.





“Forward, old horse! Behind yon tree

Our church’s steeple I can see.

Get on! But hold, a moment stop—

The linch-pin is about to drop;

’Tis cracked—I’ll cut a stick, my dear;

Hold fast the child, and have no fear!”





An hour alone she might have sat,

When a noise she heard — “Oh, what is that?”

Lo, a coal-black hound! she sees and knows

The werewolf! while his teeth he shows,

And glares upon her child — she flings

Her apron o’er it as he springs.





His sharp teeth bite it; but she cries

To God for help — away he flies.

Her arms the helpless babe enfold,

She sits like a statue, pale and cold.

But soon her husband’s by her side,

And onwards now they safely ride.





Arrived at home, a light is brought;

She starts as with some horrid thought:

“What, husband! husband! can these be

Threads hanging from thy teeth I see?

Thou art thyself a werewolf, then!”

“Thy words,” he said, “have set me free again!” 
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— I —
 “THIS YOUNG MAN RUNS LIKE A WOLF”


The motives which induced me to become a resident in the Grendelwold can matter little to the reader — suffice it to say that for a time I was a dweller there. I was a lonely man, with no ties or duties to call me elsewhere, and that secluded district pleased me. To me, the little joys and sorrows and loves and quarrels of the simple rustics were as a pastoral drama, of which I was an unconcerned spectator.


Most interesting among the actors in that drama, as well as most charming of the maidens of the valley, was Theresa. When I first came, she was but an opening rosebud, She at once attracted my attention. Around her there could not fail to gather a complication of rustic lovers, and rivalries and jealousies which would furnish me with abundant matter on which to philosophize.


She had already her admirers — and of these it seemed to me that Carl had most chance of success. He was her near neighbor; they had played together as children, and though there were bolder, stronger, and more handsome lads in the valley, be was in no way ill-favored or to be despised. I watched him closely, and felt kindly towards the youth. His face spoke of honesty and truth. I saw that he loved her, and I wished him every success. My chief fear for him was lest he should prove too modest and retiring, and that he might thus be elbowed from his place by some bolder rival.


But, for a while, all went smoothly. I had begun to picture to myself the future of this young couple. They understood each other, and in their courtship there could be no more stirring incidents than the mildest of lovers’ quarrels, to be in due time happily made up. Then the betrothal, the marriage festival, and a calm wedded life in that peaceful spot such as for ages past had been led by their ancestors. I looked for a pastoral. Alas! the curtain was to rise on a tragedy!


The first disturbing influence was the appearance of Fritz. Well do I remember the day on which be was first seen. It was on the fête of our patron saint, an occasion upon which, after their religious duties had been finished at the church, our whole population gave themselves up to sports and merry-making.


The games had already begun when I first saw the stranger. He was a young man not easily to he overlooked. I noted him whilst still at a distance. None others were present so largely grown or so gaily dressed as he. His clothes were, indeed, of the same fashion an those of our own peasants, but they were of richer material, and bespoke the greater wealth of their wearer.


I asked of more than one of the bystanders who this stranger might be. None seemed to know with any certainty. Some said; “He cornea from beyond the Grendel Forest.” Others only pointed or nodded towards the dark line of wood which fringed the slope above the village, and into which few of them had cared to penetrate far.


But, just then, the wrestling was about to begin. Among the first, Carl had engaged with a companion of his own age and strength. I was well pleased to see that he was vigorous and active, and that after a well-matched struggle he succeeded in throwing his opponent. I saw him cast a glance of triumph towards where Theresa was standing, among the lookers-on. I thought, too, that I saw an answering smile of pleasure on the happy face of the maiden.


But Carl’s triumph was not for long. He was at once challenged by the stranger, Fritz, and quickly overthrown. Several others of our youths in succession measured themselves against the conqueror, but each and all received the fall at his hands. He remained the hero of the sport.


“It was not by greater skill that he overthrew us,” I heard one of the vanquished saying to a comrade, later in the day, “but he dragged us down with the force of a wild beast.”


The wrestling over, the young men prepared for a trial of speed. Fritz stripped with the others; and now, for the first time, I was able to see him more closely.


At a distance, I had not only admired his tall and powerful frame, but I had imagined that he must be singularly handsome. I had credited him with regular features and a mass of jet black hair. Now, however, I saw that for one so young the hair and beard were singularly mixed with gray, and that though his face, or at least the upper part of it, was well-formed, it was occasionally lighted by an expression which in some way reminded me of that of an angry dog, and this was no doubt aided by his teeth, which were remarkably long and white, and which glittered whenever he smiled or spoke.


The race began. I felt jealous for the honor of our villagers, and flattered myself that in running, at least, Fritz would find many superiors. For a while, appearances favored my opinion — all the others were ahead of him, and foremost was the light-footed Carl. Yet the stranger kept doggedly on. I noticed that his style of running differed from that of the other youths. He moved at a kind of trot. I felt that I ought to find some comparison for it, but my memory did not serve me.


I spoke to an old peasant who stood near.


“The master-wrestler,” I said, “would have done well not to have attempted the foot-race. He has no chance.”


The old man shook his head.


“Do not be too sure,” he answered. “Did you ever see the wolves tracking a deer? Their, speed cannot compare with the stag’s at first, yet, after a time, they outstrip him. This young man runs like a wolf.”


Yes, Fritz ran like a wolf! That was the comparison which I had in vain tried to find.


Gradually the others slackened speed, but not so Fritz. That trot of his never relaxed. One by one, he passed and left all his rivals behind, except Carl alone. My young favorite was active and ran well. He smarted under his late defeat, and strained every muscle to hold him down.


The goal was now near at hand. I stood close to the course, and could see how eagerly the stranger was striving to win. His eyes were fixed on Carl with a look which to me seemed to convey more of hatred than kindly rivalry; and when he came opposite to him, as he did near the end, I observed that he made a side-motion towards him with his head, and showed his white teeth as a dog might do when he snarls at his fellow. From that moment Carl lost heart; Fritz shot forward, and came is victor. [sic]





— II —
 “LIKE A BIRD BEFORE A SNAKE”


I soon found that though I had conceived a prejudice against the stranger, our villagers generally were inclined to look upon him with favor. Success makes many friends. Fritz had those personal advantages of size and strength which our rustic belles could best appreciate, and the evidences of superior wealth which he bore about him gave him importance in the eyes of our men.


As champion of the sports, it was the privilege of the newcomer to choose from among all the maidens present a partner with whom to open the dance.


I had before observed his eyes straying in the direction of Theresa. I was not surprised when they now rested upon her.


She at once acceded to his request, without even giving a glance to poor Carl, and throughout the dance I noticed that her gaze invariably followed the motions of her partner, and that in every point she appeared implicitly to obey his wishes, I could not understand this. Was it possible that this gay gallant had so easily won her fancy, and so soon caused her to forget her faithful friend?


All watched them with admiration, for a more striking couple had never danced on our greensward; but I turned my eyes on poor Carl, where, forsaken and humiliated, he stood in the background. I could see the cloud on his brow, and I felt thankful that his was a timid nature, and one not likely to be roused to deeds of violence.


•   •   •   •   •


The fête was over. Days passed by, Fritz went and came, but much of his time seemed to be spent in our village. He was in general favor among the young men, for he scattered his stiver with a liberal hand, and none questioned but that his home beyond the forest must be something far better than our simple cottages.


There could be little doubt as to the motive of his frequent visits. It was near the house of Theresa’s parents that he was oftenest to be seen. All held that he was wooing her, and that his wealth caused his suit to he received with favor by the maiden’s father.


Theresa herself seemed to shun Carl now, whilst she did not avoid the stranger. It was noticed, too, that when he was present a glance from him was sufficient to make her do or say as he willed. All argued from this that he had won her heart; yet to me it seemed that when he appeared her looks showed more of fear than of joy. The maiden and her ways perplexed me.


I often spoke with Carl, and did my best to comfort him; his comrades were rude peasants, incapable of sympathizing with mere sorrow of the heart. To them his forlorn condition was a mere subject for jest. Thus it was that he grew to regard me as his best friend.


•   •   •   •   •


Days passed, and one morning it was rumored that Theresa had fled. At daybreak she had been seen proceeding with the stranger in the direction of the forest. None seemed surprised at it. He was her superior in position, and might, therefore, prefer to carry off his bride secretly. All agreed that she was a fortunate maiden.


When I met with Carl that day I was startled to see how great a change a few hours of trouble had made in him. His distress was so great that I almost feared for his reason. To console him, I bade him be thankful that he had escaped a union with one so light and fickle as his lost love. But he exclaimed, vehemently:


“No, no! Theresa is neither light nor fickle. She loves me still, and has never loved this man. She is bewitched! Under that evil eye of his she is like a bird before a snake. Oh, Theresa, Theresa! What will become of you?”


And twisting from me he hurried away towards the forest.


•   •   •   •   •


I had gone to bed that night and fallen sound asleep, when I was aroused by a handful of earth being thrown against my casement. I sprang up and looked out. The moon was full, and I could clearly see Carl standing below and looking far more wild and agitated than when he had left me. Beside him were his two fine hounds, Max and Leo. In his hand he held up something which, in that uncertain light, I could not well make out.


“Come down!” he cried. “You must come with me at once!”


I hastily threw on my clothes, and that I might not disturb the other occupants of the cottage, of which I was but a temporary inmate, I opened the window and lowered myself from it to the ground. The height was trifling.


Carl seized my hand.


“You are my friend,” he exclaimed, “and I need one! You must come with me!”


There was so much excitement in his manner that I almost feared my dread of the morning had been realized, and that his trouble had deranged his brain. I answered, somewhat doubtfully:


“I will go,” I said, “if I can do any good. But where would you have me go?”


“Into the forest,” he answered, “and at once. There is no time to be lost.”


“Into the Grendel-Forest!” I exclaimed. I knew well with what superstitious dread the peasants regarded its gloomy recesses, even in broad day; and now, at midnight, could he think of entering it?


“Yes, yes; into the forest. Do you see this?”


And he again held up the object in his hand. I could see it now. It was nothing more than a torn piece of some gaily-colored fabric.


“Well, and what of that?” I asked.


“What of this! Do you see? It is from a woman’s dress — her dress. Leo brought it in his month out of the wood.”


“Is that all? The lovers must have passed through the wood, and this may have caught on a thorn. This is no reason for such a wild-goose chase. Wait till morning, and then if it is necessary the whole village will turn out to search.”


“I will not wait,” he answered, passionately. “It may be too late now. In the morning it must be too late. If you will not come, I go alone. No one else will venture with me into the Grendel-Forest at midnight,” and he crossed himself.


Excited as he was, there was no sign of madness in his words.


“Lead on!” I said. “I will go with you.”


He hurried towards the wood, and I followed. Presently, he turned sharply round and exclaimed:


“Why did I forget it? You are unarmed?”


“Yes. You gave me no time to think of weapons. Shall we go back and find some?”


“No, no. See here,” and be touched the axe which was stuck in his belt. “I have this. You shall have my knife,” and, drawing out a long, sharp knife, he handed it to me.





— III —
 “HE COMES! HE COMES, COMRADE!”


We were now far away from the village, and among the broken upland pastures which skirted the forest. The dark masses of the wood contrasted strangely with the bright moonlight around us, and looked more black and forbidding than usual. I knew well with what superstitious terrors the people regarded these woods, but Carl hurried onwards.


The dogs pressed on in front of us. We passed into some sort of opening between the trees, though it could scarcely be called a path. We were soon in almost pitchy darkness. Scarcely a ray of moonlight could pierce through the thick boughs, and I often stumbled in the uneven way.


Presently a low growl from one of the dogs, some distance in front, reached our ears. Carl clutched his axe nervously, and muttered:


“The scent grows warm, comrade! Come on, come on!”


“What is it?” I asked. “What do they find?”


“Hush!” was the only reply; and again we moved rapidly forward in silence.


But now, from as it seemed the very heart of the forest, there reached as a loud and piercing cry — the howl, as it appeared to me, of some savage brute.


“Do you hear him?” whispered Carl, in an excited voice. “Come on!”


“Are you mad?” I answered; “that cry, startling though is was, was only that of a wild beast.”


“Only! I tell you it is himself! We will find him. Follow me!” and his rapid walk became almost a run.


At some distance through the black arch in front of us we could now see a space of moonlight. We must be nearing an opening in the wood. Yet all around us was still as dark as ever. At our present pace it was impossible to move with much caution. I had already made several false steps. I now placed my foot on some loose object, which, suddenly turning beneath it, threw me violently to the ground.


I rose with difficulty, and then found that my ankle had been so sharply twisted that I was unable to stand, much more to walk. Carl heard my fall, and turned back. I told him what had happened.


A groan escaped his lips, and he stood for a few minutes as if not knowing what course to take. But just then a new sound reached us. It was not now the howl of a beast, but the shriek of a human voice. It sounded to me like that of a woman.


“Heaven help me!” cried Carl, as he heard it. “It is my destiny. I must go alone. Farewell! and, if I do not none back, farewell forever!”


He grasped my hand, and hurried swiftly along the path and out into the open moonlight.


I had again sunk to the ground, and my hand was resting on the object which had caused my fall. It was smooth and rounded, I had taken it for a stone, but now, as my fingers moved over it, they met with strange and regular indentations, and a cry of horror broke from my lips as I became aware that it was a human skull! In spite of the agonizing pain which the effort cost me, I dragged myself from the loathsome thing towards the open moonlight, and when I had reached it supported myself by leaning against the trunk of a tree.


I now found that the open space was of considerable extent. From where I stood the ground sloped gently downwards to a little brook, along whose course were a few bushes. Beyond this the meadow again sloped gently upwards, till, on another slight eminence, like that in which I stood, it was again bounded by the dark wall of woodland.


By the time I had reached my standing-place Carl had already passed the rivulet, and I could see his retreating figure as he strode up the opposite slope. His dogs, scarcely to be seen in the dim light, appeared to be ranging in front of him, and now and then I could hear them give vent to an uneasy growl. How bravely he was pressing on to that danger of which he was so fully conscious! — and I had once thought him timid! I chafed at the thought that I was unable to help him in his peril I could only watch and listen.


Carl and his dogs disappeared in the distant wood. All was still, and I watched and listened in vain. How long this may have lasted, I cannot tell; it seemed to me to be hours. After a time, however, the silence was broken by a faint shriek, such as I had heard before. But it was not, as before, a solitary one. Others succeeded it. Then, ere long, came the deep baying of the hounds from the same direction, and soon after I heard sounds as of a desperate struggle, amid which I could recognize the tones of Carl’s voice.


All these noises came from far away, but on the midnight air at that still spot they were clearly to be distinguished. What could be the meaning of them? In my helplessness, I listened and waited anxiously. After a time, they died away and all was again still.


I did not keep my eyes fixed upon the opposite slope in vain. After a while I was aware of an approaching figure. I could see no dogs,and the uncertain gait of the coming man was far different from the determined stride with which Carl had gone forth; yet I soon concluded that it must be my friend.


And Carl it was! As he drew nearer, I saw that he bore marks of having been in some desperate encounter. He had no axe now, and his right arm hung powerless by his side. The left, also, seemed so much lacerated as to be almost useless. His clothes were torn and bloody. Now and then he cast a hurried glance backwards, as though ho expected pursuit.


“Carl! Carl!” I cried. “I am here, friend! What has happened?”


“What has happened?” he exclaimed, in a hoarse tone. “I was too late! too late! Too late to save, and too weak to avenge! Oh, Theresa! Theresa!”


“Tell me all. Where have you been? With whom have you been fighting?”


“I have been to him! The dogs made a good fight; but Leo was throttled before I came up. Max, too, will be dead before this; but he held on bravely when I was disabled, or I should not have come back to you.”


“Thank heaven, Carl, that you have escaped with life!”


“Escaped!” he cried; “I have not escaped. I have no wish to escape. I have no more wish for life. I only want to meet him again with some chance of success. I have come back that you may help me.”


“Alas, Carl! maimed as I am, I fear that I can do little; but I am ready to share any danger with you.”


With his left hand, which was wet with his own blood, he pressed mine, and drew me back under the shadow of the tree. I again entreated him to give me some coherent account of what he had seen; but he only groaned and shuddered.


Yet I noticed that he never for an instant withdrew his eyes from the opposite slope. Soon they appeared to be riveted on some object which was to me invisible.


“He comes! he comes, comrade!” the young man whispered in a low, hollow tone. “Do you see him?”


“I see nothing.”


He pointed, and I followed the direction of his finger. No wonder that I had before failed to see the object of his fears. I had looked for some human being. I now found that what he was watching so intently was some animal. It was ranging swiftly to and fro across the open space, much as a pointer might do when beating a field, to make sure of scenting a covey. So the creature moved backwards and forwards; yet at every beat it drew sensibly nearer to where we were hidden.


“It is only a dog,” I said. “It is Max. He has escaped, and is searching for us.”


“It is indeed searching for us,” answered Carl, with a shudder. “But it is no dog. It is he! He is coming! Heaven help us! Oh! if I had but my axe and the use of my arm again! Where is the knife, comrade?”


I had been feeling for it before he spoke. The uncertainty of the coming danger lent it additional horror; but the knife would at least enable me to make a desperate resistance. I felt eagerly for it; but in vain! I must have dropped it in my fall.


I whispered as much to Carl.


“Then,” he groaned, “there is no hope for us. We have only to die. But such a death!”





— IV —
 “YOU WILL NOT SEE ME ALIVE AGAIN!”


Nearer and nearer the creature came. It was now sweeping backwards and forwards in its silent beats on our side of the rivulet. Plainly, it was hunting Carl down, and making sure that its victim had not doubled back. Forwards and backwards, backwards and forwards, it passed; and never did I endure momenta of more horrible or sickening suspense than whilst awaiting the coming of the beast, whatever it may be, alike unable to defend myself or to fly.


Nearer and nearer it came, and now I could distinguish its shape more clearly. It seemed to me far beyond the common size — but that might be a delusion of the uncertain moonlight or of my over-excited senses — yet it was only a wolf, a solitary wolf!


“Take courage!” I whispered to Carl. “It is nothing but a single wolf. We are two. It will not dare attack us.”


“Not dare!” he answered. “Do you know what that wolf is? It is himself! It is Fritz!”


Yes, I felt it. The old superstition was no myth. Fritz was a were-wolf. The very build and motion of the stranger athlete were to be traced in the beast.


A few beats more would bring him upon us, but they gave me time to recover my self-possession.


“Carl,” I said, “you have still the use of your legs. You must escape. Leave me to deal with him alone.”


“To deal with him,” answered Carl, quite calmly, “means only to die; and that must not be, friend. This is my quarrel. You would not have been here but for me. Stay where you are. It is me, not you, that he seeks; and if he finds me you may escape. I must meet him. It is better so. I have no wish to live, after what I have seen tonight. Farewell! and may heaven bless you for your goodness to me! You will not see me again alive!”


I put out a hand to detain him, but he was gone. He had darted out into the moonlight, and, crossing the track of the creature, was hurrying back in that direction from which he had come. He was trying to lead the beast as far as possible from me. Brave and generous Carl, how much had I formerly underrated your character!


He succeeded in his design. Pursuer and pursued passed from my sight. Time for cool thought was again allowed me. The knife must be at the place where I had fallen. Dark as it was, it was not impossible that I might still find it. Throwing myself upon the ground, I dragged myself on hands and knees towards the spot.


Alas! Before I could gain it a cry reached my ears which told me that I should see my friend Carl no more in life.


In the thick darkness of the wood, it was no easy matter to find the precise place; and more than once, as I groped about, my hands came in contact with what were doubtless human bones, companions probably to the skull which had caused my fall. But these brought me no horror now. Everything depended upon my search. To my joy, I grasped it at last!


But that joy was of brief duration. Almost at the same instant I heard a rustling behind me, and before I could throw myself into any posture of defense I was borne down beneath the monstrous brute that had stolen on me unawares.


At the moment I was as if paralyzed, and when sensation returned it brought only a dull and indistinct knowledge that I was being dragged swiftly onwards, but whither, I neither knew nor cared. Then all was blank again.


But after a while there came a fuller gleam of consciousness. I was no longer in motion. I felt that for the moment I was released from the grip of my enemy. I had even energy enough to cast my eyes round to see that I was in a place where unspeakable horror surrounded me, and that a savage brute face was glaring into mine, with the glittering teeth and the expression which I so well remembered as belonging to Fritz. That the knife was safe in my grasp was my one thought. In another moment I was dealing fierce blows with it; and again all grew darkness around me.


•   •   •   •   •


It must have been long ere I recovered from my fainting fit. When I did so my eyes met the light of day, and many voices were talking near me. I knew them for those of my peasant neighbors. I learnt afterwards that the village had become alarmed at the absence of Carl and myself; we had been tracked to the wood, and the whole population had turned out to search for us.


When I looked around I saw that two rude stretchers had been made of branches, and upon these were laid two covered objects whose outlines suggested human bodies. I knew well what they were. I could not easily forget the sight which had met my vision when I had first been dragged to that dreadful place. It was good that they should be closely shrouded. It would be well that no human eyes should ever look upon these forms again — forms that had so recently been the handsome Carl and the pretty Theresa.


A third stretcher was in preparation and a third body lay near me. I could scarcely credit my eyes as they rested on it. It was no wolf, but Fritz, the man as I had known him. The old wolf-like expression was fixed upon his face; the restless eyes were set now and dim, but from the open mouth the long white teeth glittered as of old. He still wore his gay clothes, but they were stained with blood now; and in his breast, in the same places where my knife had pierced to the heart of the savage beast, there were deep and ugly gashes. Not far away lay the carcases of the two brave dogs.


I was taken to the village, and before long was well enough to tell my tale. I need hardly say that it was received by the officials with utter incredulity. I was thrown in prison on the charge of murder.


It was well for me that the so-called superstition of the peasant witnesses were in my favor. They believed me. By their means it was that I escaped, and barely escaped, with my life. Since then I have never dared to retrace my steps towards the Grendelwold; nor whilst life lasts will anything again induce me to revisit the scenes connected in my memory with the horrors of that dreadful night.
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In the eyes of the villagers of Protogno, Christine Delemont was nothing more or less than a witch, a God-forsaken woman, whose life was appointed to be a bane and a terror to all who came in contact with her or with the range of her ill-omened presence. If one yielded credence to all these stories, one would have to believe tales so dark and strange of the doings at her deserted cottage, that one could not but shudder at the very name of so inhuman a woman; and many people were even found to swear that they had been eyewitnesses of Christine’s mysterious and cruel doings: how they had seen her child, little Paul, beaten and dashed upon the floor of the cottage and dragged by the hair of his head about the garden. How, also, flames were seen at night-time issuing from the doors and windows of the house, and direful howlings and groanings were heard both by day and night in the woods around. And strange and appalling as were these stories, few voices were raised to deny them, or other tales as extraordinary, which were freely adduced to darken the history of Christine.


But even these wild reports might have found in the few believers, and have perished for want of evidence, had it not been for other and fresh circumstances which fanned into a fiery blaze the smoldering doubts and suspicions of the village folk.


It was late on an autumn afternoon, when the reapers, who had been toiling all day under a blazing sun, were returning from their work into the little town of Protogno. Many had taken off their broad shady hats, so that the little breeze which had sprung up with the decline of the sun might blow through their hair and cool their overheated heads. As if by one accord they filed down the main street of the town, neither halting at house or shop until they reached the marketplace, in front of which stood the Fountain of St. Agnes, and whose bright and cool waters had an attraction for their parched lips which only those who, like themselves, had toiled all day long under a meridian sun, could understand. Besides, this fountain was, as it were, the village club. As the hour of six tolled from the high bell-tower of the church which crowned the summit of an over-shadowing hill, not only the workmen from the fields, but artisans, shopkeepers, and, above all, the village gossips assembled round the Fountain of St. Agnes, which, with its shady row of trees, and comfortable benches set here and there in every nook and corner, made a most inviting resting-place; and here the village politics, the daily doings, the births, deaths, and marriages of the little town were chronicled with more or less solemnity as the importance of the cases required.


This evening the fountain, with its picturesque and quaint carvings, looked particularly tempting, for the sun, which was setting in a crimson flood of light behind the hill, had caught the market-place with its last and most lovely rays, and the fountain, the trees, and the waters tossing high up into the rose-colored air, looked more like some painted scene in a theater than the quiet and everyday resort of the poor and the weary. The benches were speedily filled with those who had already quenched their thirst, their bright sickles lying at their feet on the ground, or hanging from the branches of the trees above their heads. Many were still gathered around the base of the fountain, satisfying their thirst, while a few, who could not find a place by the fountain itself, handed their tin pannikins over the heads of their neighbors into some friendly hands, which returned them again filled with the fresh water their parched throats so much coveted to taste.


But all at once, while the jest and the laugh went round, and Frau Gartmann, the queen-gossip of the town, was quizzing in a covert whisper a handsome couple who stood near the fountain, chatting playfully with each other, there was a sudden hoarse cry of horror and surprise raised amongst the crowd, and, as if to add to the theatrical appearance of the scene, a man suddenly appeared in their midst, whose blood-stained garments, blenched face, and panic-stricken eyes carried a sudden terror into the hearts of all who looked upon him.


It was no other than Silvestro Milano, a reaper like themselves, who had been out all day cutting corn in a distant field near Madeline l’Estrange’s Wood. He was a brave and honest-hearted fellow, courageous as a lion, and tender-hearted as a woman, and now he stood among them with his blouse stained with gore, and hanging in ribbons from his bleeding arms; his sickle also had been dipped in blood up to its wooden handle, and he staggered, as he approached the fountain, like a drunken man. He gazed around him at first in a vacant way, and then, pointing towards the fountain, he stretched out his torn and bleeding arm. The neighbors understood his unspoken request, and instantly a score of pannikins running over with clear water were pressed upon his acceptance.


He drank deeply, and then, tottering towards a seat, sank upon it, and remained for some time in a semi-unconscious state, unable to answer the questions of those who pressed around him, and yet looking at them with an anxiety in his eyes which told of a troubled spirit within.


At last he spoke, and so great was the silence that ensued that a grasshopper on a neighboring tree could be distinctly heard rasping out its evening call.


“I have met the accursed wolf that killed Alexandre Delemont in the forest, and I have slain it. It is now lying cold and dead in the flower-garden where I plunged this sickle into its heart.” At these words a murmur, which had been gradually rising out of the previous hush, now burst into a loud shout or yell of triumph and applause.


“Bravo, bravo, Silvestro! tell us, good friend, how did it all happen?” cried the foremost of the group, as they pressed forwards to catch his gasping efforts at speech.


“Aye, aye; give me time, give me time; for the horror of the thing is still upon me, and I fancy even now I hear the cry of the miserable child.”


“What child?”  “Peace, peace! leave me a moment to recall my thoughts. Aye, it was thus that it happened. I had finished my reaping for the day, and I was weary; my back ached and my head was giddy from the long stooping under the most burning sun that ever crossed the sky; so, withdrawing under the shadow of a tree close by the Count’s cottage, I sat down to rest, and presently I fell asleep. I do not know how long I slept, but I awoke feeling something soft touching the back of my hand, and then my cheek. I opened my eyes quietly, thinking perhaps a lizard or field mouse had run up my coat-sleeve, when, standing by me, I saw a little child, all dressed in white. I tell ye,” cried Silvestro, raising himself up in his excitement, and almost rising to his feet as he spoke, “I tell ye, good folk, I thought it was a vision sent from Heaven. The babe was fair as wax, and beautiful as the child which the Madonna carries in her arms. Its hair, which was of the purest flaxen, hung long over its shoulders, and its eyes gazed into mine as if it sought to gain my love.


“For a moment, awaking as it were from a dream, I thought in my confusion it was our blessed Lord Himself standing once more as a child on the earth beside me — that He had a message, perhaps, to give me; but presently, seeing the boy smile and stretch out his hands to me, I shook off the foolish impression, and I cried out encouragingly, ‘Eh, little one, to whom dost thou belong?’


“It smiled again, and with a clear sweet voice it answered me strangely enough, ‘A Dieu.’” Again a low sympathetic murmur rose around Silvestro, but it came chiefly from the women, and there was the sound of a dry sob not far off, followed by the words, “Go on, go on — what next?” and Silvestro, looking up, saw, through a haze of weakness, the lovely face of Marie Fedele gazing earnestly at him.


“Aye, what next?” he repeated, as if questioning himself, for a faintness was stealing over him and his mind was growing clouded and uncertain; “I cannot just now remember what came next, only I know the child, hearing a sound in the garden, turned anxiously and hurried from me, but it cannot have been many minutes, when crossing the field on my way home I heard a piercing cry. May I never hear such a cry on this earth again!” said Silvestro, as he passed his hand languidly across his forehead. “I stopped, and turning towards the cottage, I listened. There was silence for a space, and I was thinking of continuing my way home, whiner I heard the same cry once more, only this the even more bitter in its anguish, and repeated again and yet again.


“I did not hesitate now, but ran as fast as my feet could carry me towards the spot from which the sound came; and as I drew near to the garden hedge, just where a narrow path leads down across the bridge into the forest, I saw a wolf, dark, large, and terrible to look at, hurrying down this very path with something white in its mouth, which all at once I perceived to be nothing else than the child which had stood before me but a few minutes previously, smiling in the security of its innocent trust and love.


“Yes! but the sight was so pitiful, my very limbs seemed to grow weak with horror, and though I strove to ruin, my legs doubled under me like hempstalks. I know not how I ran, nor how often I stumbled in this nightmare chase, until I came on a hock of fair flaxen hair torn from the little one’s glossy head and caught on a bramble at my side, and then, as it were, the strength and courage of something more powerful than myself seemed to enter into me. I stumbled no longer, but cutting through the thicket I doubled on the beast, and came, for a moment, face to face with its burning eyes and its bristling mane, while the child still drooped from the creature’s mouth, and its white arm trailed along the ground.”


“Ah, say no more; is it not dead?” sobbed Marie Fedele, as she laid her head on her husband’s shoulder and hid her face from view.


“Have patience for a moment. When I am questioned I lose the thread of my thoughts.” Once again Silvestro passed his hand across his eyes as if to hide out some vision of horror, and then he proceeded slowly.


“It turned, the great coward, as I drew my sickle from my belt, and fearing to meet me, it leaped over a low bush, and made back with haste across the wooden bridge towards the house. I saw then what I had to deal with — no common brute such as God Himself places in the forest, but one of those tailless monsters whose existence until now I had never believed in: a wicked were-wolf, with slinking steps, whose every movement filled me with disgust. Full of some strange and ever-increasing strength, I followed after it, gaining each moment on its track, though it hurried forward with ever longer and more sinuous steps. At last, driven as it were almost to bay, it took the direct path towards the cottage, and, slinking through the narrow garden gate, passed in. At ounce I saw my advantage; I closed the gate with a sudden click that sent the hasp straight into the lock, and then, unless it dashed in at the open house-door, it had no mole or possible outlet for escape. Round and round the garden I hunted it, my sharp sickle ever in my outstretched arm, until at last, with a kind of crying snarl, it dropped the child from its blood-stained jaws, and, turning with a sudden fury towards me, it sprang forward to meet me. It was its last hope, its last chance for life, and verily I gave myself up for lost; but seeing the child lie in a white heap on the gravel path, the same infant which had stood before me so lately in its purity and love, I thought of Him who carries the little lambs in His bosom, and though the beast leaped on me, and as it were wrestled with me, and though I felt its jaws snap on my shoulder and its claws tear the flesh from my arm, still the good God guided the weapon in my hand so that I struck it right home to its craven heart, and with a kind of human cry it fell backwards upon the flower-beds behind us, and then rolled over on its side, dead; aye, dead.” Silvestro paused: “Aye, dead and stiff, as I shall be myself by-and-by.”


It was not a murmur, but a loud yell of stunning overpowering applause which followed on the recital of Silvestro’s victory; but he motioned to them to be quiet, and taking up his story from where he had left off, he continued—


“When I saw that the beast was dead, and would no more rise to attack us, I leaped over its carcase, and stepping across a bed of roses and lavender, I came to the spot where the child still lay, to all appearances dead. I stooped to raise it in my arms, but as I did so I heard behind me a loud, sharp cry of pain or anger or surprise, and looking up, I saw Christine Delemont rushing out of the cottage towards the child; she pushed me aside with a frantic gesture, and when I would have stretched out my arm to stay her, she rushed past me and herself lifted up the little one, whose head hung quite loosely to one side, and whose white frock was all stained with blood.


“I know not whether it was a wild despair or a fierce anger or a mad fit which had come over the woman, but Christine screamed and beat herself on her breast and tore her hair from her head, and at length she rushed into the house with the boy in her arms, and the door slammed behind her in my face, in my very face! and though I sought to follow after her, she either did not or would not hear me. I waited in the garden and paced up and down the paths till I grew weak from loss of blood. It was all in vain. At last I turned back and tapped at a window, the curtain of which was drawn. I felt too weak to return without a glass of wine or something wherewith to strengthen myself ere I ventured on the long walk home, but I could obtain no answer; only just as I moved aside, I heard a voice inside the room raised as it were in bitter anguish, and crying aloud, ‘Speak, speak, in the name of God, speak, child, speak!’ And then, like as it were a sigh or a sound of some far-off voice, I heard the words ‘A Dieu,’ and I knew it was the babe I had seen in the wood, and I offered up thanks that it still lived.”


“Now, Heaven be praised!” cried Marie Fedele; “for if ever there was an angel on earth, it is that child.”


“Aye,” cried Frau Gartmann, “and if ever there was a foul witch, it is Christine Delemont. From the day she entered that cottage until now, death and destruction have followed in her path.”


“Yes,” cried a third, “she is a witch, and worse than a witch. It is well known that she keeps that miserable child as a decoy to entice those she hates into her power, and afterwards to wreak her vengeance on them. Ah, the wretch! She ought to be shot through the heart herself; the were-wolf will not cease to haunt the town till her own heart’s blood has been spilled.”


“How so, Janette?” cried several voices in the crowd; “Did not Silvestro slay it with his sickle?”


“Aye, aye, he slew the shadow, but the real wolf is bound up in the heart of that wicked woman, and, believe me, she will never cease to revenge herself on all who come within her reach until the sickle is plunged into her own bosom. Let those who do not know what a were-wolf is, ask me,” cried Janette Chaudron; “I can tell them all about it.”


“Then how came it to pass that Christine called on God in her anguish? Didst not thou say so, good Silvestro?” said Marie Fedele, her voice tremulous with anger; but if any explanation was given to her question it was lost in the murmur of the crowd, for Silvestro Milano, while speaking, had suddenly fainted away upon the bench, and as his tall son Pierre and others lifted him up tenderly in their arms, it was noticed how, all the time he had been relating his adventure, a pool of blood had been gathering on the ground at his feet.
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“Now,” said the doctor, “my part is done, and, I may say, with some vanity, well done. It remains only to get you out of this cold and poisonous city, and to give you two months of a pure air and an easy conscience. The last is your affair. To the first I think I can help you. It falls indeed rather oddly; it was but the other day the Padre came in from the country; and as he and I are old friends, although of contrary professions, he applied to me in a matter of distress among some of his parishioners. This was a family — but you are ignorant of Spain, and even the names of our grandees are hardly known to you; suffice it, then, that they were once great people, and are now fallen to the brink of destitution. Nothing now belongs to them but the residencia, and certain leagues of desert mountain, in the greater part of which not even a goat could support life. But the house is a fine old place, and stands at a great height among the hills, and most salubriously; and I had no sooner heard my friend’s tale, than I remembered you. I told him I had a wounded officer, wounded in the good cause, who was now able to make a change; and I proposed that his friends should take you for a lodger. Instantly the Padre’s face grew dark, as I had maliciously foreseen it would. It was out of the question, he said. Then let them starve, said I, for I have no sympathy with tatterdemalion pride. Thereupon we separated, not very content with one another; but yesterday, to my wonder, the Padre returned and made a submission: the difficulty, he said, he had found upon inquiry to be less than he had feared; or, in other words, these proud people had put their pride in their pocket. I closed with the offer; and, subject to your approval, I have taken rooms for you in the residencia. The air of these mountains will renew your blood; and the quiet in which you will there live is worth all the medicines in the world.”


“Doctor,” said I, “you have been throughout my good angel, and your advice is a command. But tell me, if you please, something of the family with which I am to reside.”


“I am coming to that,” replied my friend; “and, indeed, there is a difficulty in the way. These beggars are, as I have said, of very high descent and swollen with the most baseless vanity; they have lived for some generations in a growing isolation, drawing away, on either hand, from the rich who had now become too high for them, and from the poor, whom they still regarded as too low; and even today, when poverty forces them to unfasten their door to a guest, they cannot do so without a most ungracious stipulation. You are to remain, they say, a stranger; they will give you attendance, but they refuse from the first the idea of the smallest intimacy.”


I will not deny that I was piqued, and perhaps the feeling strengthened my desire to go, for I was confident that I could break down that barrier if I desired. “There is nothing offensive in such a stipulation,” said I; “and I even sympathies with the feeling that inspired it.”


“It is true they have never seen you,” returned the doctor politely; “and if they knew you were the handsomest and the most pleasant man that ever came from England (where I am told that handsome men are common, but pleasant ones not so much so), they would doubtless make you welcome with a better grace. But since you take the thing so well, it matters not. To me, indeed, it seems discourteous. But you will find yourself the gainer. The family will not much tempt you. A mother, a son, and a daughter; an old woman said to be half-witted, a country lout, and a country girl, who stands very high with her confessor, and is, therefore,” chuckled the physician, “most likely plain; there is not much in that to attract the fancy of a dashing officer.”


“And yet you say they are highborn,” I objected.


“Well, as to that, I should distinguish,” returned the doctor. “The mother is; not so the children. The mother was the last representative of a princely stock, degenerate both in parts and fortune. Her father was not only poor, he was mad: and the girl ran wild about the residencia till his death. Then, much of the fortune having died with him, and the family being quite extinct, the girl ran wilder than ever, until at last she married, Heaven knows whom, a muleteer some say, others a smuggler; while there are some who uphold there was no marriage at all, and that Felipe and Olalla are bastards. The union, such as it was, was tragically dissolved some years ago; but they live in such seclusion, and the country at that time was in so much disorder, that the precise manner of the man’s end is known only to the priest — if even to him.”


“I begin to think I shall have strange experiences,” said I.


“I would not romance, if I were you,” replied the doctor; “you will find, I fear, a very grovelling and commonplace reality. Felipe, for instance, I have seen. And what am I to say? He is very rustic, very cunning, very loutish, and, I should say, an innocent; the others are probably to match. No, no, señor commandante, you must seek congenial society among the great sights of our mountains; and in these at least, if you are at all a lover of the works of nature, I promise you will not be disappointed.”


The next day Felipe came for me in a rough country cart, drawn by a mule; and a little before the stroke of noon, after I had said farewell to the doctor, the innkeeper, and different good souls who had befriended me during my sickness, we set forth out of the city by the Eastern gate, and began to ascend into the Sierra. I had been so long a prisoner, since I was left behind for dying after the loss of the convoy, that the mere smell of the earth set me smiling. The country through which we went was wild and rocky, partially covered with rough woods, now of the cork-tree, and now of the great Spanish chestnut, and frequently intersected by the beds of mountain torrents. The sun shone, the wind rustled joyously; and we had advanced some miles, and the city had already shrunk into an inconsiderable knoll upon the plain behind us, before my attention began to be diverted to the companion of my drive. To the eye, he seemed but a diminutive, loutish, well-made country lad, such as the doctor had described, mighty quick and active, but devoid of any culture; and this first impression was with most observers final. What began to strike me was his familiar, chattering talk; so strangely inconsistent with the terms on which I was to be received; and partly from his imperfect enunciation, partly from the sprightly incoherence of the matter, so very difficult to follow clearly without an effort of the mind. It is true I had before talked with persons of a similar mental constitution; persons who seemed to live (as he did) by the senses, taken and possessed by the visual object of the moment and unable to discharge their minds of that impression. His seemed to me (as I sat, distantly giving ear) a kind of conversation proper to drivers, who pass much of their time in a great vacancy of the intellect and threading the sights of a familiar country. But this was not the case of Felipe; by his own account, he was a home-keeper; “I wish I was there now,” he said; and then, spying a tree by the wayside, he broke off to tell me that he had once seen a crow among its branches.


“A crow?” I repeated, struck by the ineptitude of the remark, and thinking I had heard imperfectly.


But by this time he was already filled with a new idea; hearkening with a rapt intentness, his head on one side, his face puckered; and he struck me rudely, to make me hold my peace. Then he smiled and shook his head.


“What did you hear?” I asked.


“O, it is all right,” he said; and began encouraging his mule with cries that echoed unhumanly up the mountain walls.


I looked at him more closely. He was superlatively well-built, light, and lithe and strong; he was well-featured; his yellow eyes were very large, though, perhaps, not very expressive; take him altogether, he was a pleasant-looking lad, and I had no fault to find with him, beyond that he was of a dusky hue, and inclined to hairiness; two characteristics that I disliked. It was his mind that puzzled, and yet attracted me. The doctor’s phrase — an innocent — came back to me; and I was wondering if that were, after all, the true description, when the road began to go down into the narrow and naked chasm of a torrent. The waters thundered tumultuously in the bottom; and the ravine was filled full of the sound, the thin spray, and the claps of wind, that accompanied their descent. The scene was certainly impressive; but the road was in that part very securely walled in; the mule went steadily forward; and I was astonished to perceive the paleness of terror in the face of my companion. The voice of that wild river was inconstant, now sinking lower as if in weariness, now doubling its hoarse tones; momentary freshets seemed to swell its volume, sweeping down the gorge, raving and booming against the barrier walls; and I observed it was at each of these accessions to the clamor, that my driver more particularly winced and blanched. Some thoughts of Scottish superstition and the river Kelpie, passed across my mind; I wondered if perchance the like were prevalent in that part of Spain; and turning to Felipe, sought to draw him out.


“What is the matter?” I asked.


“O, I am afraid,” he replied.


“Of what are you afraid?” I returned. “This seems one of the safest places on this very dangerous road.”


“It makes a noise,” he said, with a simplicity of awe that set my doubts at rest.


The lad was but a child in intellect; his mind was like his body, active and swift, but stunted in development; and I began from that time forth to regard him with a measure of pity, and to listen at first with indulgence, and at last even with pleasure, to his disjointed babble.


By about four in the afternoon we had crossed the summit of the mountain line, said farewell to the western sunshine, and began to go down upon the other side, skirting the edge of many ravines and moving through the shadow of dusky woods. There rose upon all sides the voice of falling water, not condensed and formidable as in the gorge of the river, but scattered and sounding gaily and musically from glen to glen. Here, too, the spirits of my driver mended, and he began to sing aloud in a falsetto voice, and with a singular bluntness of musical perception, never true either to melody or key, but wandering at will, and yet somehow with an effect that was natural and pleasing, like that of the of birds. As the dusk increased, I fell more and more under the spell of this artless warbling, listening and waiting for some articulate air, and still disappointed; and when at last I asked him what it was he sang — “O,” cried he, “I am just singing!” Above all, I was taken with a trick he had of unweariedly repeating the same note at little intervals; it was not so monotonous as you would think, or, at least, not disagreeable; and it seemed to breathe a wonderful contentment with what is, such as we love to fancy in the attitude of trees, or the quiescence of a pool.


Night had fallen dark before we came out upon a plateau, and drew up a little after, before a certain lump of superior blackness which I could only conjecture to be the residencia. Here, my guide, getting down from the cart, hooted and whistled for a long time in vain; until at last an old peasant man came towards us from somewhere in the surrounding dark, carrying a candle in his hand. By the light of this I was able to perceive a great arched doorway of a Moorish character: it was closed by iron-studded gates, in one of the leaves of which Felipe opened a wicket. The peasant carried off the cart to some out-building; but my guide and I passed through the wicket, which was closed again behind us; and by the glimmer of the candle, passed through a court, up a stone stair, along a section of an open gallery, and up more stairs again, until we came at last to the door of a great and somewhat bare apartment. 


This room, which I understood was to be mine, was pierced by three windows, lined with some lustrous wood disposed in panels, and carpeted with the skins of many savage animals. A bright fire burned in the chimney, and shed abroad a changeful flicker; close up to the blaze there was drawn a table, laid for supper; and in the far end a bed stood ready. I was pleased by these preparations, and said so to Felipe; and he, with the same simplicity of disposition that I held already remarked in him, warmly re-echoed my praises. “A fine room,” he said; “a very fine room. And fire, too; fire is good; it melts out the pleasure in your bones. And the bed,” he continued, carrying over the candle in that direction — “see what fine sheets — how soft, how smooth, smooth;” and he passed his hand again and again over their texture, and then laid down his head and rubbed his cheeks among them with a grossness of content that somehow offended me. I took the candle from his hand (for I feared he would set the bed on fire) and walked back to the supper-table, where, perceiving a measure of wine, I poured out a cup and called to him to come and drink of it. He started to his feet at once and ran to me with a strong expression of hope; but when he saw the wine, he visibly shuddered.


“Oh, no,” he said, “not that; that is for you. I hate it.”


“Very well, Senor,” said I; “then I will drink to your good health, and to the prosperity of your house and family. Speaking of which,” I added, after I had drunk, “shall I not have the pleasure of laying my salutations in person at the feet of the Senora, your mother?”


But at these words all the childishness passed out of his face, and was succeeded by a look of indescribable cunning and secrecy. He backed away from me at the same time, as though I were an animal about to leap or some dangerous fellow with a weapon, and when he had got near the door, glowered at me sullenly with contracted pupils. “No,” he said at last, and the next moment was gone noiselessly out of the room; and I heard his footing die away downstairs as light as rainfall, and silence closed over the house.


After I had supped I drew up the table nearer to the bed and began to prepare for rest; but in the new position of the light, I was struck by a picture on the wall. It represented a woman, still young. To judge by her costume and the mellow unity which reigned over the canvas, she had long been dead; to judge by the vivacity of the attitude, the eyes and the features, I might have been beholding in a mirror the image of life. Her figure was very slim and strong, and of a just proportion; red tresses lay like a crown over her brow; her eyes, of a very golden brown, held mine with a look; and her face, which was perfectly shaped, was yet marred by a cruel, sullen, and sensual expression. Something in both face and figure, something exquisitely intangible, like the echo of an echo, suggested the features and bearing of my guide; and I stood awhile, unpleasantly attracted and wondering at the oddity of the resemblance. The common, carnal stock of that race, which had been originally designed for such high dames as the one now looking on me from the canvas, had fallen to baser uses, wearing country clothes, sitting on the shaft and holding the reins of a mule cart, to bring home a lodger. Perhaps an actual link subsisted; perhaps some scruple of the delicate flesh that was once clothed upon with the satin and brocade of the dead lady, now winced at the rude contact of Felipe’s frieze.


The first light of the morning shone full upon the portrait, and, as I lay awake, my eyes continued to dwell upon it with growing complacency; its beauty crept about my heart insidiously, silencing my scruples one after another; and while I knew that to love such a woman were to sign and seal one’s own sentence of degeneration, I still knew that, if she were alive, I should love her. Day after day the double knowledge of her wickedness and of my weakness grew clearer. She came to be the heroine of many day-dreams, in which her eyes led on to, and sufficiently rewarded, crimes. She cast a dark shadow on my fancy; and when I was out in the free air of heaven, taking vigorous exercise and healthily renewing the current of my blood, it was often a glad thought to me that my enchantress was safe in the grave, her wand of beauty broken, her lips closed in silence, her philtre spilt. And yet I had a half-lingering terror that she might not be dead after all, but re-arisen in the body of some descendant.


Felipe served my meals in my own apartment; and his resemblance to the portrait haunted me. At times it was not; at times, upon some change of attitude or flash of expression, it would leap out upon me like a ghost. It was above all in his ill tempers that the likeness triumphed. He certainly liked me; he was proud of my notice, which he sought to engage by many simple and childlike devices; he loved to sit close before my fire, talking his broken talk or singing his odd, endless, wordless songs, and sometimes drawing his hand over my clothes with an affectionate manner of caressing that never failed to cause in me an embarrassment of which I was ashamed. But for all that, he was capable of flashes of causeless anger and fits of sturdy sullenness. At a word of reproof, I have seen him upset the dish of which I was about to eat, and this not surreptitiously, but with defiance; and similarly at a hint of inquisition. I was not unnaturally curious, being in a strange place and surrounded by staring people; but at the shadow of a question, he shrank back, lowering and dangerous. Then it was that, for a fraction of a second, this rough lad might have been the brother of the lady in the frame. But these humors were swift to pass; and the resemblance died along with them.


In these first days I saw nothing of anyone but Felipe, unless the portrait is to be counted; and since the lad was plainly of weak mind, and had moments of passion, it may be wondered that I bore his dangerous neighborhood with equanimity. As a matter of fact, it was for some time irksome; but it happened before long that I obtained over him so complete a mastery as set my disquietude at rest.


It fell in this way. He was by nature slothful, and much of a vagabond, and yet he kept by the house, and not only waited upon my wants, but labored every day in the garden or small farm to the south of the residencia. Here he would be joined by the peasant whom I had seen on the night of my arrival, and who dwelt at the far end of the enclosure, about half a mile away, in a rude outhouse; but it was plain to me that, of these two, it was Felipe who did most; and though I would sometimes see him throw down his spade and go to sleep among the very plants he had been digging, his constancy and energy were admirable in themselves, and still more so since I was well assured they were foreign to his disposition and the fruit of an ungrateful effort. But while I admired, I wondered what had called forth in a lad so shuttle-witted this enduring sense of duty. How was it sustained? I asked myself, and to what length did it prevail over his instincts? The priest was possibly his inspirer; but the priest came one day to the residencia. I saw him both come and go after an interval of close upon an hour, from a knoll where I was sketching, and all that time Felipe continued to labor undisturbed in the garden.


At last, in a very unworthy spirit, I determined to debauch the lad from his good resolutions, and, waylaying him at the gate, easily persuaded him to join me in a ramble. It was a fine day, and the woods to which I led him were green and pleasant and sweet-smelling and alive with the hum of insects. Here he discovered himself in a fresh character, mounting up to heights of gaiety that abashed me, and displaying an energy and grace of movement that delighted the eye. He leaped, he ran round me in mere glee; he would stop, and look and listen, and seem to drink in the world like a cordial; and then he would suddenly spring into a tree with one bound, and hang and gambol there like one at home. Little as he said to me, and that of not much import, I have rarely enjoyed more stirring company; the sight of his delight was a continual feast; the speed and accuracy of his movements pleased me to the heart; and I might have been so thoughtlessly unkind as to make a habit of these wants, had not chance prepared a very rude conclusion to my pleasure. 


By some swiftness or dexterity the lad captured a squirrel in a tree top. He was then some way ahead of me, but I saw him drop to the ground and crouch there, crying aloud for pleasure like a child. The sound stirred my sympathies, it was so fresh and innocent; but as I bettered my pace to draw near, the cry of the squirrel knocked upon my heart. I have heard and seen much of the cruelty of lads, and above all of peasants; but what I now beheld struck me into a passion of anger. I thrust the fellow aside, plucked the poor brute out of his hands, and with swift mercy killed it. Then I turned upon the torturer, spoke to him long out of the heat of my indignation, calling him names at which he seemed to wither; and at length, pointing toward the residencia, bade him begone and leave me, for I chose to walk with men, not with vermin. He fell upon his knees, and, the words coming to him with more cleanness than usual, poured out a stream of the most touching supplications, begging me in mercy to forgive him, to forget what he had done, to look to the future. “O, I try so hard,” he said. “O, commandante, bear with Felipe this once; he will never be a brute again!” 


Thereupon, much more affected than I cared to show, I suffered myself to be persuaded, and at last shook hands with him and made it up. But the squirrel, by way of penance, I made him bury; speaking of the poor thing’s beauty, telling him what pains it had suffered, and how base a thing was the abuse of strength. “See, Felipe,” said I, “you are strong indeed; but in my hands you are as helpless as that poor thing of the trees. Give me your hand in mine. You cannot remove it. Now suppose that I were cruel like you, and took a pleasure in pain. I only tighten my hold, and see how you suffer.” He screamed aloud, his face stricken ashy and dotted with needle points of sweat; and when I set him free, he fell to the earth and nursed his hand and moaned over it like a baby. But he took the lesson in good part; and whether from that, or from what I had said to him, or the higher notion he now had of my bodily strength, his original affection was changed into a dog-like, adoring fidelity.


Meanwhile I gained rapidly in health. The residencia stood on the crown of a stony plateau; on every side the mountains hemmed it about; only from the roof, where was a bartizan [turret], there might be seen between two peaks, a small segment of plain, blue with extreme distance. The air in these altitudes moved freely and largely; great clouds congregated there, and were broken up by the wind and left in tatters on the hilltops; a hoarse, and yet faint rumbling of torrents rose from all round; and one could there study all the ruder and more ancient characters of nature in something of their pristine force. I delighted from the first in the vigorous scenery and changeful weather; nor less in the antique and dilapidated mansion where I dwelt. This was a large oblong, flanked at two opposite corners by bastion-like projections, one of which commanded the door, while both were loopholed for musketry. The lower story was, besides, naked of windows, so that the building, if garrisoned, could not be carried without artillery. It enclosed an open court planted with pomegranate trees. From this a broad flight of marble stairs ascended to an open gallery, running all round and resting, towards the court, on slender pillars. Thence again, several enclosed stairs led to the upper stories of the house, which were thus broken up into distinct divisions. The windows, both within and without, were closely shuttered; some of the stone-work in the upper parts had fallen; the roof, in one place, had been wrecked in one of the flurries of wind which were common in these mountains; and the whole house, in the strong, beating sunlight, and standing out above a grove of stunted cork-trees, thickly laden and discolored with dust, looked like the sleeping palace of the legend. The court, in particular, seemed the very home of slumber. A hoarse cooing of doves haunted about the eaves; the winds were excluded, but when they blew outside, the mountain dust fell here as thick as rain, and veiled the red bloom of the pomegranates; shuttered windows and the closed doors of numerous cellars, and the vacant arches of the gallery, enclosed it; and all day long the sun made broken profiles on the four sides, and paraded the shadow of the pillars on the gallery floor. At the ground level there was, however, a certain pillared recess, which bore the marks of human habitation. Though it was open in front upon the court, it was yet provided with a chimney, where a wood fire would he always prettily blazing; and the tile floor was littered with the skins of animals.


It was in this place that I first saw my hostess. She had drawn one of the skins forward and sat in the sun, leaning against a pillar. It was her dress that struck me first of all, for it was rich and brightly colored, and shone out in that dusty courtyard with something of the same relief as the flowers of the pomegranates. At a second look it was her beauty of person that took hold of me. As she sat back — watching me, I thought, though with invisible eyes — and wearing at the same time an expression of almost imbecile good-humor and contentment, she showed a perfectness of feature and a quiet nobility of attitude that were beyond a statue’s. I took off my hat to her in passing, and her face puckered with suspicion as swiftly and lightly as a pool ruffles in the breeze; but she paid no heed to my courtesy. I went forth on my customary walk a trifle daunted, her idol-like impassivity haunting me; and when I returned, although she was still in much the same posture, I was half surprised to see that she had moved as far as the next pillar, following the sunshine. This time, however, she addressed me with some trivial salutation, civilly enough conceived, and uttered in the same deep-chested, and yet indistinct and lisping tones, that had already baffled the utmost niceness of my hearing from her son. I answered rather at a venture; for not only did I fail to take her meaning with precision, but the sudden disclosure of her eyes disturbed me. They were unusually large, the iris golden like Felipe’s, but the pupil at that moment so distended that they seemed almost black; and what affected me was not so much their size as (what was perhaps its consequence) the singular insignificance of their regard. A look more blankly stupid I have never met. My eyes dropped before it even as I spoke, and I went on my way upstairs to my own room, at once baffled and embarrassed. Yet, when I came there and saw the face of the portrait, I was again reminded of the miracle of family descent. My hostess was, indeed, both older and fuller in person; her eyes were of a different color; her face, besides, was not only free from the ill-significance that offended and attracted me in the painting; it was devoid of either good or bad — a moral blank expressing literally naught. And yet there was a likeness, not so much speaking as immanent, not so much in any particular feature as upon the whole. It should seem, I thought, as if when the master set his signature to that grave canvas, he had not only caught the image of one smiling and false-eyed woman, but stamped the essential quality of a race.


From that day forth, whether I came or went, I was sure to find the Senora seated in the sun against a pillar, or stretched on a rug before the fire; only at times she would shift her station to the top round of the stone staircase, where she lay with the same nonchalance right across my path. In all these days, I never knew her to display the least spark of energy beyond what she expended in brushing and re-brushing her copious copper-colored hair, or in lisping out, in the rich and broken hoarseness of her voice, her customary idle salutations to myself. These, I think, were her two chief pleasures, beyond that of mere quiescence. She seemed always proud of her remarks, as though they had been witticisms: and, indeed, though they were empty enough, like the conversation of many respectable persons, and turned on a very narrow range of subjects, they were never meaningless or incoherent; nay, they had a certain beauty of their own, breathing, as they did, of her entire contentment. Now she would speak of the warmth, in which (like her son) she greatly delighted; now of the flowers of the pomegranate trees, and now of the white doves and long-winged swallows that fanned the air of the court. The birds excited her. As they raked the eaves in their swift flight, or skimmed sidelong past her with a rush of wind, she would sometimes stir, and sit a little up, and seem to awaken from her doze of satisfaction. But for the rest of her days she lay luxuriously folded on herself and sunk in sloth and pleasure. Her invincible content at first annoyed me, but I came gradually to find repose in the spectacle, until at last it grew to be my habit to sit down beside her four times in the day, both coming and going, and to talk with her sleepily, I scarce knew of what. I had come to like her dull, almost animal neighborhood; her beauty and her stupidity soothed and amused me. I began to find a kind of transcendental good sense in her remarks, and her unfathomable good nature moved me to admiration and envy. The liking was returned; she enjoyed my presence half-unconsciously, as a man in deep meditation may enjoy the babbling of a brook. I can scarce say she brightened when I came, for satisfaction was written on her face eternally, as on some foolish statue’s; but I was made conscious of her pleasure by some more intimate communication than the sight. And one day, as I set within reach of her on the marble step, she suddenly shot forth one of her hands and patted mine. The thing was done, and she was back in her accustomed attitude, before my mind had received intelligence of the caress; and when I turned to look her in the face I could perceive no answerable sentiment. It was plain she attached no moment to the act, and I blamed myself for my own more uneasy consciousness.


The sight and (if I may so call it) the acquaintance of the mother confirmed the view I had already taken of the son. The family blood had been impoverished, perhaps by long inbreeding, which I knew to be a common error among the proud and the exclusive. No decline, indeed, was to be traced in the body, which had been handed down unimpaired in shapeliness and strength; and the faces of today were struck as sharply from the mint, as the face of two centuries ago that smiled upon me from the portrait. But the intelligence (that more precious heirloom) was degenerate; the treasure of ancestral memory ran low; and it had required the potent, plebeian crossing of a muleteer or mountain contrabandista to raise, what approached hebetude [lethargy] in the mother, into the active oddity of the son. Yet of the two, it was the mother I preferred. Of Felipe, vengeful and placable, full of starts and shyings, inconstant as a hare, I could even conceive as a creature possibly noxious. Of the mother I had no thoughts but those of kindness. And indeed, as spectators are apt ignorantly to take sides, I grew something of a partisan in the enmity which I perceived to smolder between them. True, it seemed mostly on the mother’s part. She would sometimes draw in her breath as he came near, and the pupils of her vacant eyes would contract as if with horror or fear. Her emotions, such as they were, were much upon the surface and readily shared; and this latent repulsion occupied my mind, and kept me wondering on what grounds it rested, and whether the son was certainly in fault.


I had been about ten days in the residencia, when there sprang up a high and harsh wind, carrying clouds of dust. It came out of malarious lowlands, and over several snowy sierras. The nerves of those on whom it blew were strung and jangled; their eyes smarted with the dust; their legs ached under the burthen of their body; and the touch of one hand upon another grew to be odious. The wind, besides, came down the gullies of the hills and stormed about the house with a great, hollow buzzing and whistling that was wearisome to the ear and dismally depressing to the mind. It did not so much blow in gusts as with the steady sweep of a waterfall, so that there was no remission of discomfort while it blew. But higher upon the mountain, it was probably of a more variable strength, with accesses of fury; for there came down at times a far-off wailing, infinitely grievous to hear; and at times, on one of the high shelves or terraces, there would start up, and then disperse, a tower of dust, like the smoke of an explosion.


I no sooner awoke in bed than I was conscious of the nervous tension and depression of the weather, and the effect grew stronger as the day proceeded. It was in vain that I resisted; in vain that I set forth upon my customary morning’s walk; the irrational, unchanging fury of the storm had soon beat down my strength and wrecked my temper; and I returned to the residencia, glowing with dry heat, and foul and gritty with dust. The court had a forlorn appearance; now and then a glimmer of sun fled over it; now and then the wind swooped down upon the pomegranates, and scattered the blossoms, and set the window shutters clapping on the wall. In the recess the Senora was pacing to and fro with a flushed countenance and bright eyes; I thought, too, she was speaking to herself, like one in anger. But when I addressed her with my customary salutation, she only replied by a sharp gesture and continued her walk. The weather had distempered even this impassive creature; and as I went on upstairs I was the less ashamed of my own discomposure.


All day the wind continued; and I sat in my room and made a feint of reading, or walked up and down, and listened to the riot overhead. Night fell, and I had not so much as a candle. I began to long for some society, and stole down to the court. It was now plunged in the blue of the first darkness; but the recess was redly lighted by the fire. The wood had been piled high, and was crowned by a shock of flames, which the draft of the chimney brandished to and fro. In this strong and shaken brightness the Senora continued pacing from wall to wall with disconnected gestures, clasping her hands, stretching forth her arms, throwing back her head as in appeal to heaven. In these disordered movements the beauty and grace of the woman showed more clearly; but there was a light in her eye that struck on me unpleasantly; and when I had looked on awhile in silence, and seemingly unobserved, I turned tail as I had come, and groped my way back again to my own chamber.


By the time Felipe brought my supper and lights, my nerve was utterly gone; and, had the lad been such as I was used to seeing him, I should have kept him (even by force had that been necessary) to take off the edge from my distasteful solitude. But on Felipe, also, the wind had exercised its influence. He had been feverish all day; now that the night had come he was fallen into a low and tremulous humour that reacted on my own. The sight of his scared face, his starts and pallors and sudden harkenings, unstrung me; and when he dropped and broke a dish, I fairly leaped out of my seat.


“I think we are all mad today,” said I, affecting to laugh.


“It is the black wind,” he replied dolefully. “You feel as if you must do something, and you don’t know what it is.”


I noted the aptness of the description; but, indeed, Felipe had sometimes a strange felicity in rendering into words the sensations of the body. “And your mother, too,” said I; “she seems to feel this weather much. Do you not fear she may be unwell?”


He stared at me a little, and then said, “No,” almost defiantly; and the next moment, carrying his hand to his brow, cried out lamentably on the wind and the noise that made his head go round like a millwheel. “Who can be well?” he cried; and, indeed, I could only echo his question, for I was disturbed enough myself.


I went to bed early, wearied with day-long restlessness, but the poisonous nature of the wind, and its ungodly and unintermittent uproar, would not suffer me to sleep. I lay there and tossed, my nerves and senses on the stretch. At times I would doze, dream horribly, and wake again; and these snatches of oblivion confused me as to time. But it must have been late on in the night, when I was suddenly startled by an outbreak of pitiable and hateful cries. I leaped from my bed, supposing I had dreamed; but the cries still continued to fill the house, cries of pain, I thought, but certainly of rage also, and so savage and discordant that they shocked the heart. It was no illusion; some living thing, some lunatic or some wild animal, was being foully tortured. The thought of Felipe and the squirrel flashed into my mind, and I ran to the door, but it had been locked from the outside; and I might shake it as I pleased, I was a fast prisoner. Still the cries continued. Now they would dwindle down into a moaning that seemed to be articulate, and at these times I made sure they must be human; and again they would break forth and fill the house with ravings worthy of hell. I stood at the door and gave ear to them, till at, last they died away. Long after that, I still lingered and still continued to hear them mingle in fancy with the storming of the wind; and when at last I crept to my bed, it was with a deadly sickness and a blackness of horror on my heart.


It was little wonder if I slept no more. Why had I been locked in? What had passed? Who was the author of these indescribable and shocking cries? A human being? It was inconceivable. A beast? The cries were scarce quite bestial; and what animal, short of a lion or a tiger, could thus shake the solid walls of the residencia? And while I was thus turning over the elements of the mystery, it came into my mind that I had not yet set eyes upon the daughter of the house. What was more probable than that the daughter of the Senora, and the sister of Felipe, should be herself insane? Or, what more likely than that these ignorant and half-witted people should seek to manage an afflicted kinswoman by violence? Here was a solution; and yet when I called to mind the cries (which I never did without a shuddering chill) it seemed altogether insufficient: not even cruelty could wring such cries from madness. But of one thing I was sure: I could not live in a house where such a thing was half conceivable, and not probe the matter home and, if necessary, interfere.


The next day came, the wind had blown itself out, and there was nothing to remind me of the business of the night. Felipe came to my bedside with obvious cheerfulness; as I passed through the court, the Senora was sunning herself with her accustomed immobility; and when I issued from the gateway, I found the whole face of nature austerely smiling, the heavens of a cold blue, and sown with great cloud islands, and the mountainsides mapped forth into provinces of light and shadow. A short walk restored me to myself, and renewed within me the resolve to plumb this mystery; and when, from the vantage of my knoll, I had seen Felipe pass forth to his labors in the garden, I returned at once to the residencia to put my design in practice. The Senora appeared plunged in slumber; I stood awhile and marked her, but she did not stir; even if my design were indiscreet, I had little to fear from such a guardian; and turning away, I mounted to the gallery and began my exploration of the house.


All morning I went from one door to another, and entered spacious and faded chambers, some rudely shuttered, some receiving their full charge of daylight, all empty and unhomey. It was a rich house, on which Time had breathed his tarnish and dust had scattered disillusion. The spider swung there; the bloated tarantula scampered on the cornices; ants had their crowded highways on the floor of halls of audience; the big and foul fly, that lives on carrion and is often the messenger of death, had set up his nest in the rotten woodwork, and buzzed heavily about the rooms. Here and there a stool or two, a couch, a bed, or a great carved chair remained behind, like islets on the bare floors, to testify of man’s bygone habitation; and everywhere the walls were set with the portraits of the dead. I could judge, by these decaying effigies, in the house of what a great and what a handsome race I was then wandering. Many of the men wore orders on their breasts and had the port of noble offices; the women were all richly attired; the canvases most of them by famous hands. But it was not so much these evidences of greatness that took hold upon my mind, even contrasted, as they were, with the present depopulation and decay of that great house. It was rather the parable of family life that I read in this succession of fair faces and shapely bodies. Never before had I so realized the miracle of the continued race, the creation and recreation, the weaving and changing and handing down of fleshly elements. That a child should be born of its mother, that it should grow and clothe itself (we know not how) with humanity, and put on inherited looks, and turn its head with the manner of one ascendant, and offer its hand with the gesture of another, are wonders dulled for us by repetition. But in the singular unity of look, in the common features and common bearing, of all these painted generations on the walls of the residencia, the miracle started out and looked me in the face. And an ancient mirror falling opportunely in my way, I stood and read my own features a long while, tracing out on either hand the filaments of descent and the bonds that knit me with my family.


At last, in the course of these investigations, I opened the door of a chamber that bore the marks of habitation. It was of large proportions and faced to the north, where the mountains were most wildly figured. The embers of a fire smouldered and smoked upon the hearth, to which a chair had been drawn close. And yet the aspect of the chamber was ascetic to the degree of sternness; the chair was uncushioned; the floor and walls were naked; and beyond the books which lay here and there in some confusion, there was no instrument of either work or pleasure. The sight of books in the house of such a family exceedingly amazed me; and I began with a great hurry, and in momentary fear of interruption, to go from one to another and hastily inspect their character. They were of all sorts, devotional, historical, and scientific, but mostly of a great age and in the Latin tongue. Some I could see to bear the marks of constant study; others had been torn across and tossed aside as if in petulance or disapproval. Lastly, as I cruised about that empty chamber, I espied some papers written upon with pencil on a table near the window. An unthinking curiosity led me to take one up. It bore a copy of verses, very roughly metered in the original Spanish, and which I may render somewhat thus:



Pleasure approached with pain and shame,

Grief with a wreath of lilies came.

Pleasure showed the lovely sun;

Jesu dear, how sweet it shone!

Grief with her worn hand pointed on,

Jesu dear, to thee!




Shame and confusion at once fell on me; and, laying down the paper, I beat an immediate retreat from the apartment. Neither Felipe nor his mother could have read the books nor written these rough but feeling verses. It was plain I had stumbled with sacrilegious feet into the room of the daughter of the house. God knows, my own heart most sharply punished me for my indiscretion. The thought that I had thus secretly pushed my way into the confidence of a girl so strangely situated, and the fear that she might somehow come to hear of it, oppressed me like guilt. I blamed myself besides for my suspicions of the night before; wondered that I should ever have attributed those shocking cries to one of whom I now conceived as of a saint, spectral of mien, wasted with maceration, bound up in the practices of a mechanical devotion, and dwelling in a great isolation of soul with her incongruous relatives; and as I leaned on the balustrade of the gallery and looked down into the bright close of pomegranates and at the gaily dressed and somnolent woman, who just then stretched herself and delicately licked her lips as in the very sensuality of sloth, my mind swiftly compared the scene with the cold chamber looking northward on the mountains, where the daughter dwelt.


That same afternoon, as I sat upon my knoll, I saw the Padre enter the gates of the residencia. The revelation of the daughter’s character had struck home to my fancy, and almost blotted out the horrors of the night before; but at sight of this worthy man the memory revived. I descended, then, from the knoll, and making a circuit among the woods, posted myself by the wayside to await his passage. As soon as he appeared I stepped forth and introduced myself as the lodger of the residencia. He had a very strong, honest countenance, on which it was easy to read the mingled emotions with which he regarded me, as a foreigner, a heretic, and yet one who had been wounded for the good cause. Of the family at the residencia he spoke with reserve, and yet with respect. I mentioned that I had not yet seen the daughter, whereupon he remarked that that was as it should be, and looked at me a little askance. Lastly, I plucked up courage to refer to the cries that had disturbed me in the night. He heard me out in silence, and then stopped and partly turned about, as though to mark beyond doubt that he was dismissing me.


“Do you take tobacco powder?” said he, offering his snuff-box; and then, when I had refused, “I am an old man,” he added, “and I may be allowed to remind you that you are a guest.”


“I have, then, your authority,” I returned, firmly enough, although I flushed at the implied reproof, “to let things take their course, and not to interfere?”


He said “yes,” and with a somewhat uneasy salute turned and left me where I was. But he had done two things: he had set my conscience at rest, and he had awakened my delicacy. I made a great effort, once more dismissed the recollections of the night, and fell once more to brooding on my saintly poetess. At the same time, I could not quite forget that I had been locked in, and that night when Felipe brought me my supper I attacked him warily on both points of interest.


“I never see your sister,” said I casually.


“Oh, no,” said he; “she is a good, good girl,” and his mind instantly veered to something else.


“Your sister is pious, I suppose?” I asked in the next pause.


“Oh!” he cried, joining his hands with extreme fervor, “a saint; it is she that keeps me up.”


“You are very fortunate,” said I, “for the most of us, I am afraid, and myself among the number, are better at going down.”


“Senor,” said Felipe earnestly, “I would not say that. You should not tempt your angel. If one goes down, where is he to stop?”


“Why, Felipe,” said I, “I had no guess you were a preacher, and I may say a good one; but I suppose that is your sister’s doing?”


He nodded at me with round eyes.


“Well, then,” I continued, “she has doubtless reproved you for your sin of cruelty?”


“Twelve times!” he cried; for this was the phrase by which the odd creature expressed the sense of frequency. “And I told her you had done so — I remembered that,” he added proudly — “and she was pleased.”


“Then, Felipe,” said I, “what were those cries that I heard last night? for surely they were cries of some creature in suffering.”


“The wind,” returned Felipe, looking in the fire.


I took his hand in mine, at which, thinking it to be a caress, he smiled with a brightness of pleasure that came near disarming my resolve. But I trod the weakness down. “The wind,” I repeated; “and yet I think it was this hand,” holding it up, “that had first locked me in.” The lad shook visibly, but answered never a word. “Well,” said I, “I am a stranger and a guest. It is not my part either to meddle or to judge in your affairs; in these you shall take your sister’s counsel, which I cannot doubt to be excellent. But in so far as concerns my own I will be no man’s prisoner, and I demand that key.” Half an hour later my door was suddenly thrown open, and the key tossed ringing on the floor.


A day or two after I came in from a walk a little before the point of noon. The Senora was lying lapped in slumber on the threshold of the recess; the pigeons dozed below the eaves like snowdrifts; the house was under a deep spell of noontide quiet; and only a wandering and gentle wind from the mountain stole round the galleries, rustled among the pomegranates, and pleasantly stirred the shadows. Something in the stillness moved me to imitation, and I went very lightly across the court and up the marble staircase. My foot was on the topmost round, when a door opened, and I found myself face to face with Olalla. Surprise transfixed me; her loveliness struck to my heart; she glowed in the deep shadow of the gallery, a gem of color; her eyes took hold upon mine and clung there, and bound us together like the joining of hands; and the moments we thus stood face to face, drinking each other in, were sacramental and the wedding of souls. I know not how long it was before I awoke out of a deep trance, and, hastily bowing, passed on into the upper stair. She did not move, but followed me with her great, thirsting eyes; and as I passed out of sight it seemed to me as if she paled and faded.


In my own room, I opened the window and looked out, and could not think what change had come upon that austere field of mountains that it should thus sing and shine under the lofty heaven. I had seen her — Olalla! And the stone crags answered, Olalla! and the dumb, unfathomable azure answered, Olalla! The pale saint of my dreams had vanished forever; and in her place I beheld this maiden on whom God had lavished the richest colors and the most exuberant energies of life, whom he had made active as a deer, slender as a reed, and in whose great eyes he had lighted the torches of the soul. The thrill of her young life, strung like a wild animal’s, had entered into me; the force of soul that had looked out from her eyes and conquered mine, mantled about my heart and sprang to my lips in singing. She passed through my veins: she was one with me.


I will not say that this enthusiasm declined; rather my soul held out in its ecstasy as in a strong castle, and was there besieged by cold and sorrowful considerations. I could not doubt but that I loved her at first sight, and already with a quivering ardor that was strange to my experience. What then was to follow? She was the child of an afflicted house, the Senora’s daughter, the sister of Felipe; she bore it even in her beauty. She had the lightness and swiftness of the one, swift as an arrow, light as dew; like the other, she shone on the pale background of the world with the brilliancy of flowers. I could not call by the name of brother that half-witted lad, nor by the name of mother that immovable and lovely thing of flesh, whose silly eyes and perpetual simper now recurred to my mind like something hateful. And if I could not marry, what then? She was helplessly unprotected; her eyes, in that single and long glance which had been all our intercourse, had confessed a weakness equal to my own; but in my heart I knew her for the student of the cold northern chamber, and the writer of the sorrowful lines; and this was a knowledge to disarm a brute. To flee was more than I could find courage for; but I registered a vow of unsleeping circumspection.


As I turned from the window, my eyes alighted on the portrait. It had fallen dead, like a candle after sunrise; it followed me with eyes of paint. I knew it to be like, and marveled at the tenacity of type in that declining race; but the likeness was swallowed up in difference. I remembered how it had seemed to me a thing unapproachable in the life, a creature rather of the painter’s craft than of the modesty of nature, and I marveled at the thought, and exulted in the image of Olalla. Beauty I had seen before, and not been charmed, and I had been often drawn to women, who were not beautiful except to me; but in Olalla all that I desired and had not dared to imagine was united.


I did not see her the next day, and my heart ached and my eyes longed for her, as men long for morning. But the day after, when I returned, about my usual hour, she was once more on the gallery, and our looks once more met and embraced. I would have spoken, I would have drawn near to her; but strongly as she plucked at my heart, drawing me like a magnet, something yet more imperious withheld me; and I could only bow and pass by; and she, leaving my salutation unanswered, only followed me with her noble eyes.


I had now her image by rote, and as I conned the traits in memory it seemed as if I read her very heart. She was dressed with something of her mother’s coquetry, and love of positive color. Her robe, which I know she must have made with her own hands, clung about her with a cunning grace. After the fashion of that country, besides, her bodice stood open in the middle, in a long slit, and here, in spite of the poverty of the house, a gold coin, hanging by a ribbon, lay on her brown bosom. These were proofs, had any been needed, of her inborn delight in life and her own loveliness. On the other hand, in her eyes that hung upon mine, I could read depth beyond depth of passion and sadness, lights of poetry and hope, blacknesses of despair, and thoughts that were above the earth. It was a lovely body, but the inmate, the soul, was more than worthy of that lodging. Should I leave this incomparable flower to wither unseen on these rough mountains? Should I despise the great gift offered me in the eloquent silence of her eyes? Here was a soul immured; should I not burst its prison? All side considerations fell off from me; were she the child of Herod I swore I should make her mine; and that very evening I set myself, with a mingled sense of treachery and disgrace, to captivate the brother. Perhaps I read him with more favorable eyes, perhaps the thought of his sister always summoned up the better qualities of that imperfect soul; but he had never seemed to me so amiable, and his very likeness to Olalla, while it annoyed, yet softened me.


A third day passed in vain — an empty desert of hours. I would not lose a chance, and loitered all afternoon in the court where (to give myself a countenance) I spoke more than usual with the Senora. God knows it was with a most tender and sincere interest that I now studied her; and even as for Felipe, so now for the mother, I was conscious of a growing warmth of toleration. And yet I wondered. Even while I spoke with her, she would doze off into a little sleep, and presently awake again without embarrassment; and this composure staggered me. And again, as I marked her make infinitesimal changes in her posture, savoring and lingering on the bodily pleasure of the movement, I was driven to wonder at this depth of passive sensuality. She lived in her body; and her consciousness was all sunk into and disseminated through her members, where it luxuriously dwelt. Lastly, I could not grow accustomed to her eyes. Each time she turned on me these great beautiful and meaningless orbs, wide open to the day, but closed against human inquiry — each time I had occasion to observe the lively changes of her pupils which expanded and contracted in a breath — I know not what it was came over me, I can find no name for the mingled feeling of disappointment, annoyance, and distaste that jarred along my nerves. I tried her on a variety of subjects, equally in vain; and at last led the talk to her daughter. But even there she proved indifferent; said she was pretty, which (as with children) was her highest word of commendation, but was plainly incapable of any higher thought; and when I remarked that Olalla seemed silent, merely yawned in my face and replied that speech was of no great use when you had nothing to say. “People speak much, very much,” she added, looking at me with expanded pupils; and then again yawned and again showed me a mouth that was as dainty as a toy. This time I took the hint, and, leaving her to her repose, went up into my own chamber to sit by the open window, looking on the hills and not beholding them, sunk in lustrous and deep dreams, and hearkening in fancy to the note of a voice that I had never heard.


I awoke on the fifth morning with a brightness of anticipation that seemed to challenge fate. I was sure of myself, light of heart and foot, and resolved to put my love incontinently to the touch of knowledge. It should lie no longer under the bonds of silence, a dumb thing, living by the eye only, like the love of beasts; but should now put on the spirit, and enter upon the joys of the complete human intimacy. I thought of it with wild hopes, like a voyager to El Dorado; into that unknown and lovely country of her soul, I no longer trembled to adventure. Yet when I did indeed encounter her, the same force of passion descended on me and at once submerged my mind; speech seemed to drop away from me like a childish habit; and I but drew near to her as the giddy man draws near to the margin of a gulf. She drew back from me a little as I came; but her eyes did not waver from mine, and these lured me forward. At last, when I was already within reach of her, I stopped. Words were denied me; if I advanced I could but clasp her to my heart in silence; and all that was sane in me, all that was still unconquered, revolted against the thought of such an accost. So we stood for a second, all our life in our eyes, exchanging salvos of attraction and yet each resisting; and then, with a great effort of the will, and conscious at the same time of a sudden bitterness of disappointment, I turned and went away in the same silence.


What power lay upon me that I could not speak? And she, why was she also silent? Why did she draw away before me dumbly, with fascinated eyes? Was this love? or was it a mere brute attraction, mindless and inevitable, like that of the magnet for the steel? We had never spoken, we were wholly strangers: and yet an influence, strong as the grasp of a giant, swept us silently together. On my side, it filled me with impatience; and yet I was sure that she was worthy; I had seen her books, read her verses, and thus, in a sense, divined the soul of my mistress. But on her side, it struck me almost cold. Of me, she knew nothing but my bodily favor; she was drawn to me as stones fall to the earth; the laws that rule the earth conducted her, unconsenting, to my arms; and I drew back at the thought of such a bridal, and began to be jealous for myself. It was not thus that I desired to be loved. And then I began to fall into a great pity for the girl herself. I thought how sharp must be her mortification, that she, the student, the recluse, Felipe’s saintly monitress, should have thus confessed an overweening weakness for a man with whom she had never exchanged a word. And at the coming of pity, all other thoughts were swallowed up; and I longed only to find and console and reassure her; to tell her how wholly her love was returned on my side, and how her choice, even if blindly made, was not unworthy.


The next day it was glorious weather; depth upon depth of blue over-canopied the mountains; the sun shone wide; and the wind in the trees and the many falling torrents in the mountains filled the air with delicate and haunting music. Yet I was prostrated with sadness. My heart wept for the sight of Olalla, as a child weeps for its mother. I sat down on a boulder on the verge of the low cliffs that bound the plateau to the north. Thence I looked down into the wooded valley of a stream, where no foot came. In the mood I was in, it was even touching to behold the place untenanted; it lacked Olalla; and I thought of the delight and glory of a life passed wholly with her in that strong air, and among these rugged and lovely surroundings, at first with a whimpering sentiment, and then again with such a fiery joy that I seemed to grow in strength and stature, like a Samson.


And then suddenly I was aware of Olalla drawing near. She appeared out of a grove of cork-trees, and came straight towards me; and I stood up and waited. She seemed in her walking a creature of such life and fire and lightness as amazed me; yet she came quietly and slowly. Her energy was in the slowness; but for inimitable strength, I felt she would have run, she would have flown to me. Still, as she approached, she kept her eyes lowered to the ground; and when she had drawn quite near, it was without one glance that she addressed me. At the first note of her voice I started. It was for this I had been waiting; this was the last test of my love. And lo, her enunciation was precise and clear, not lisping and incomplete like that of her family; and the voice, though deeper than usual with women, was still both youthful and womanly. She spoke in a rich chord; golden contralto strains mingled with hoarseness, as the red threads were mingled with the brown among her tresses. It was not only a voice that spoke to my heart directly; but it spoke to me of her. And yet her words immediately plunged me back upon despair.


“You will go away,” she said, “today.”


Her example broke the bonds of my speech; I felt as lightened of a weight, or as if a spell had been dissolved. I know not in what words I answered; but, standing before her on the cliffs, I poured out the whole ardor of my love, telling her that I lived upon the thought of her, slept only to dream of her loveliness, and would gladly forswear my country, my language, and my friends, to live forever by her side. And then, strongly commanding myself, I changed the note; I reassured, I comforted her; I told her I had divined in her a pious and heroic spirit, with which I was worthy to sympathies, and which I longed to share and lighten. “Nature,” I told her, “was the voice of God, which men disobey at peril; and if we were thus humbly drawn together, ay, even as by a miracle of love, it must imply a divine fitness in our souls; we must be made,” I said — “made for one another. We should be mad rebels,” I cried out — “mad rebels against God, not to obey this instinct.”


She shook her head. “You will go today,” she repeated, and then with a gesture, and in a sudden, sharp note — “no, not today,” she cried, “tomorrow!”


But at this sign of relenting, power came in upon me in a tide. I stretched out my arms and called upon her name; and she leaped to me and clung to me. The hills rocked about us, the earth quailed; a shock as of a blow went through me and left me blind and dizzy. And the next moment she had thrust me back, broken rudely from my arms, and fled with the speed of a deer among the cork-trees.


I stood and shouted to the mountains; I turned and went back towards the residencia, waltzing upon air. She sent me away, and yet I had but to call upon her name and she came to me. These were but the weaknesses of girls, from which even she, the strangest of her sex, was not exempted. Go? Not I, Olalla — O, not I, Olalla, my Olalla! A bird sang near by; and in that season, birds were rare. It bade me be of good cheer. And once more the whole countenance of nature, from the ponderous and stable mountains down to the lightest leaf and the smallest darting fly in the shadow of the groves, began to stir before me and to put on the lineaments of life and wear a face of awful joy. The sunshine struck upon the hills, strong as a hammer on the anvil, and the hills shook; the earth, under that vigorous insulation, yielded up heady scents; the woods smouldered in the blaze. I felt the thrill of travail and delight run through the earth. Something elemental, something rude, violent, and savage, in the love that sang in my heart, was like a key to nature’s secrets; and the very stones that rattled under my feet appeared alive and friendly. Olalla! Her touch had quickened, and renewed, and strung me up to the old pitch of concert with the rugged earth, to a swelling of the soul that men learn to forget in their polite assemblies. Love burned in me like rage; tenderness waxed fierce; I hated, I adored, I pitied, I revered her with ecstasy. She seemed the link that bound me in with dead things on the one hand, and with our pure and pitying God upon the other: a thing brutal and divine, and akin at once to the innocence and to the unbridled forces of the earth.


My head thus reeling, I came into the courtyard of the residencia, and the sight of the mother struck me like a revelation. She sat there, all sloth and contentment, blinking under the strong sunshine, branded with a passive enjoyment, a creature set quite apart, before whom my ardor fell away like a thing ashamed. I stopped a moment, and, commanding such shaken tones as I was able, said a word or two. She looked at me with her unfathomable kindness; her voice in reply sounded vaguely out of the realm of peace in which she slumbered, and there fell on my mind, for the first time, a sense of respect for one so uniformly innocent and happy, and I passed on in a kind of wonder at myself, that I should be so much disquieted.


On my table there lay a piece of the same yellow paper I had seen in the north room; it was written on with pencil in the same hand, Olalla’s hand, and I picked it up with a sudden sinking of alarm, and read, “If you have any kindness for Olalla, if you have any chivalry for a creature sorely wrought, go from here today; in pity, in honor, for the sake of Him who died, I supplicate that you shall go.” I looked at this awhile in mere stupidity, then I began to awaken to a weariness and horror of life; the sunshine darkened outside on the bare hills, and I began to shake like a man in terror. The vacancy thus suddenly opened in my life unmanned me like a physical void. It was not my heart, it was not my happiness, it was life itself that was involved. I could not lose her. I said so, and stood repeating it. And then, like one in a dream, I moved to the window, put forth my hand to open the casement, and thrust it through the pane. The blood spurted from my wrist; and with an instantaneous quietude and command of myself, I pressed my thumb on the little leaping fountain, and reflected what to do. In that empty room there was nothing to my purpose; I felt, besides, that I required assistance. There shot into my mind a hope that Olalla herself might be my helper, and I turned and went down stairs, still keeping my thumb upon the wound.


There was no sign of either Olalla or Felipe, and I addressed myself to the recess, whither the Senora had now drawn quite back and sat dozing close before the fire, for no degree of heat appeared too much for her.


“Pardon me,” said I, “if I disturb you, but I must apply to you for help.”


She looked up sleepily and asked me what it was, and with the very words I thought she drew in her breath with a widening of the nostrils and seemed to come suddenly and fully alive.


“I have cut myself,” I said, “and rather badly. See!” And I held out my two hands from which the blood was oozing and dripping.


Her great eyes opened wide, the pupils shrank into points; a veil seemed to fall from her face, and leave it sharply expressive and yet inscrutable. And as I still stood, marveling a little at her disturbance, she came swiftly up to me, and stooped and caught me by the hand; and the next moment my hand was at her mouth, and she had bitten me to the bone. The pang of the bite, the sudden spurting of blood, and the monstrous horror of the act, flashed through me all in one, and I beat her back; and she sprang at me again and again, with bestial cries, cries that I recognized, such cries as had awakened me on the night of the high wind. Her strength was like that of madness; mine was rapidly ebbing with the loss of blood; my mind besides was whirling with the abhorrent strangeness of the onslaught, and I was already forced against the wall, when Olalla ran betwixt us, and Felipe, following at a bound, pinned down his mother on the floor.


A trance-like weakness fell upon me; I saw, heard, and felt, but I was incapable of movement. I heard the struggle roll to and fro upon the floor, the yells of that catamount ringing up to Heaven as she strove to reach me. I felt Olalla clasp me in her arms, her hair falling on my face, and, with the strength of a man, raise and half drag, half carry me upstairs into my own room, where she cast me down upon the bed. Then I saw her hasten to the door and lock it, and stand an instant listening to the savage cries that shook the residencia. And then, swift and light as a thought, she was again beside me, binding up my hand, laying it in her bosom, moaning and mourning over it with dove-like sounds. They were not words that came to her, they were sounds more beautiful than speech, infinitely touching, infinitely tender; and yet as I lay there, a thought stung to my heart, a thought wounded me like a sword, a thought, like a worm in a flower, profaned the holiness of my love. Yes, they were beautiful sounds, and they were inspired by human tenderness; but was their beauty human?


All day I lay there. For a long time the cries of that nameless female thing, as she struggled with her half-witted whelp, resounded through the house, and pierced me with despairing sorrow and disgust. They were the death-cry of my love; my love was murdered; was not only dead, but an offense to me; and yet, think as I pleased, feel as I must, it still swelled within me like a storm of sweetness, and my heart melted at her looks and touch. This horror that had sprung out, this doubt upon Olalla, this savage and bestial strain that ran not only through the whole behavior of her family, but found a place in the very foundations and story of our love — though it appalled, though it shocked and sickened me, was yet not of power to break the knot of my infatuation.


When the cries had ceased, there came a scraping at the door, by which I knew Felipe was without; and Olalla went and spoke to him — I know not what. With that exception, she stayed close beside me, now kneeling by my bed and fervently praying, now sitting with her eyes upon mine. So then, for these six hours I drank in her beauty, and silently perused the story in her face. I saw the golden coin hover on her breaths; I saw her eyes darken and brighter, and still speak no language but that of an unfathomable kindness; I saw the faultless face, and, through the robe, the lines of the faultless body. Night came at last, and in the growing darkness of the chamber, the sight of her slowly melted; but even then the touch of her smooth hand lingered in mine and talked with me. To lie thus in deadly weakness and drink in the traits of the beloved, is to re-awake to love from whatever shock of disillusion. I reasoned with myself; and I shut my eyes on horrors, and again I was very bold to accept the worst. What mattered it, if that imperious sentiment survived; if her eyes still beckoned and attached me; if now, even as before, every fiber of my dull body yearned and turned to her? Late on in the night some strength revived in me, and I spoke:


“Olalla,” I said, “nothing matters; I ask nothing; I am content; I love you.”


She knelt down awhile and prayed, and I devoutly respected her devotions. The moon had begun to shine in upon one side of each of the three windows, and make a misty clearness in the room, by which I saw her indistinctly. When she arose she made the sign of the cross.


“It is for me to speak,” she said, “and for you to listen. I know; you can but guess. I prayed, how I prayed for you to leave this place. I begged it of you, and I know you would have granted me even this; or if not, O let me think so!”


“I love you,” I said.


“And yet you have lived in the world,” she said; after a pause, “you are a man and wise; and I am but a child. Forgive me, if I seem to teach, who am as ignorant as the trees of the mountain; but those who learn much do but skim the face of knowledge; they seize the laws, they conceive the dignity of the design — the horror of the living fact fades from their memory. It is we who sit at home with evil who remember, I think, and are warned and pity. Go, rather, go now, and keep me in mind. So I shall have a life in the cherished places of your memory: a life as much my own, as that which I lead in this body.”


“I love you,” I said once more; and reaching out my weak hand, took hers, and carried it to my lips, and kissed it. Nor did she resist, but winced a little; and I could see her look upon me with a frown that was not unkindly, only sad and baffled. And then it seemed she made a call upon her resolution; plucked my hand towards her, herself at the same time leaning somewhat forward, and laid it on the beating of her heart. “There,” she cried, “you feel the very footfall of my life. It only moves for you; it is yours. But is it even mine? It is mine indeed to offer you, as I might take the coin from my neck, as I might break a live branch from a tree, and give it you. And yet not mine! I dwell, or I think I dwell (if I exist at all), somewhere apart, an impotent prisoner, and carried about and deafened by a mob that I disown. This capsule, such as throbs against the sides of animals, knows you at a touch for its master; ay, it loves you! But my soul, does my soul? I think not; I know not, fearing to ask. Yet when you spoke to me your words were of the soul; it is of the soul that you ask — it is only from the soul that you would take me.”


“Olalla,” I said, “the soul and the body are one, and mostly so in love. What the body chooses, the soul loves; where the body clings, the soul cleaves; body for body, soul to soul, they come together at God’s signal; and the lower part (if we can call aught low) is only the footstool and foundation of the highest.”


“Have you,” she said, “seen the portraits in the house of my fathers? Have you looked at my mother or at Felipe? Have your eyes never rested on that picture that hangs by your bed? She who sat for it died ages ago; and she did evil in her life. But, look again: there is my hand to the least line, there are my eyes and my hair. What is mine, then, and what am I? If not a curve in this poor body of mine (which you love, and for the sake of which you dotingly dream that you love me) not a gesture that I can frame, not a tone of my voice, not any look from my eyes, no, not even now when I speak to him I love, but has belonged to others? Others, ages dead, have wooed other men with my eyes; other men have heard the pleading of the same voice that now sounds in your ears. The hands of the dead are in my bosom; they move me, they pluck me, they guide me; I am a puppet at their command; and I but reinform features and attributes that have long been laid aside from evil in the quiet of the grave. Is it me you love, friend? or the race that made me? The girl who does not know and cannot answer for the least portion of herself? or the stream of which she is a transitory eddy, the tree of which she is the passing fruit? The race exists; it is old, it is ever young, it carries its eternal destiny in its bosom; upon it, like waves upon the sea, individual succeeds to individual, mocked with a semblance of self-control, but they are nothing. We speak of the soul, but the soul is in the race.”


“You fret against the common law,” I said. “You rebel against the voice of God, which he has made so winning to convince, so imperious to command. Hear it, and how it speaks between us! Your hand clings to mine, your heart leaps at my touch, the unknown elements of which we are compounded awake and run together at a look; the clay of the earth remembers its independent life and yearns to join us; we are drawn together as the stars are turned about in space, or as the tides ebb and flow, by things older and greater than we ourselves.”


“Alas!” she said, “what can I say to you? My fathers, eight hundred years ago, ruled all this province: they were wise, great, cunning, and cruel; they were a picked race of the Spanish; their flags led in war; the king called them his cousin; the people, when the rope was slung for them or when they returned and found their hovels smoking, blasphemed their name. Presently a change began. Man has risen; if he has sprung from the brutes, he can descend again to the same level. The breath of weariness blew on their humanity and the cords relaxed; they began to go down; their minds fell on sleep, their passions awoke in gusts, heady and senseless like the wind in the gutters of the mountains; beauty was still handed down, but no longer the guiding wit nor the human heart; the seed passed on, it was wrapped in flesh, the flesh covered the bones, but they were the bones and the flesh of brutes, and their mind was as the mind of flies. I speak to you as I dare; but you have seen for yourself how the wheel has gone backward with my doomed race. I stand, as it were, upon a little rising ground in this desperate descent, and see both before and behind, both what we have lost and to what we are condemned to go farther downward. And shall I — I that dwell apart in the house of the dead, my body, loathing its ways — shall I repeat the spell? Shall I bind another spirit, reluctant as my own, into this bewitched and tempest-broken tenement that I now suffer in? Shall I hand down this cursed vessel of humanity, charge it with fresh life as with fresh poison, and dash it, like a fire, in the faces of posterity? But my vow has been given; the race shall cease from off the earth. At this hour my brother is making ready; his foot will soon be on the stair; and you will go with him and pass out of my sight forever. Think of me sometimes as one to whom the lesson of life was very harshly told, but who heard it with courage; as one who loved you indeed, but who hated herself so deeply that her love was hateful to her; as one who sent you away and yet would have longed to keep you forever; who had no dearer hope than to forget you, and no greater fear than to be forgotten.”


She had drawn towards the door as she spoke, her rich voice sounding softer and farther away; and with the last word she was gone, and I lay alone in the moonlit chamber. What I might have done had not I lain bound by my extreme weakness, I know not; but as it was there fell upon me a great and blank despair. It was not long before there shone in at the door the ruddy glimmer of a lantern, and Felipe coming, charged me without a word upon his shoulders, and carried me down to the great gate, where the cart was waiting. In the moonlight the hills stood out sharply, as if they were of cardboard; on the glimmering surface of the plateau, and from among the low trees which swung together and sparkled in the wind, the great black cube of the residencia stood out bulkily, its mass only broken by three dimly lighted windows in the northern front above the gate. They were Olalla’s windows, and as the cart jolted onwards I kept my eyes fixed upon them till, where the road dipped into a valley, they were lost to my view forever. Felipe walked in silence beside the shafts, but from time to time he would cheek the mule and seem to look back upon me; and at length drew quite near and laid his hand upon my head. There was such kindness in the touch, and such a simplicity, as of the brutes, that tears broke from me like the bursting of an artery.


“Felipe,” I said, “take me where they will ask no questions.”


He said never a word, but he turned his mule about, end for end, retraced some part of the way we had gone, and, striking into another path, led me to the mountain village, which was, as we say in Scotland, the kirkton of that thinly peopled district. Some broken memories dwell in my mind of the day breaking over the plain, of the cart stopping, of arms that helped me down, of a bare room into which I was carried, and of a swoon that fell upon me like sleep.


The next day and the days following the old priest was often at my side with his snuff-box and prayer book, and after a while, when I began to pick up strength, he told me that I was now on a fair way to recovery, and must as soon as possible hurry my departure; whereupon, without naming any reason, he took snuff and looked at me sideways. I did not affect ignorance; I knew he must have seen Olalla. “Sir,” said I, “you know that I do not ask in wantonness. What of that family?”


He said they were very unfortunate; that it seemed a declining race, and that they were very poor and had been much neglected.


“But she has not,” I said. “Thanks, doubtless, to yourself, she is instructed and wise beyond the use of women.”


“Yes,” he said; “the Senorita is well-informed. But the family has been neglected.”


“The mother?” I queried.


“Yes, the mother too,” said the Padre, taking snuff. “But Felipe is a well-intentioned lad.”


“The mother is odd?” I asked.


“Very odd,” replied the priest.


“I think, sir, we beat about the bush,” said I. “You must know more of my affairs than you allow. You must know my curiosity to be justified on many grounds. Will you not be frank with me?”


“My son,” said the old gentleman, “I will be very frank with you on matters within my competence; on those of which I know nothing it does not require much discretion to be silent. I will not fence with you, I take your meaning perfectly; and what can I say, but that we are all in God’s hands, and that His ways are not as our ways? I have even advised with my superiors in the church, but they, too, were dumb. It is a great mystery.”


“Is she mad?” I asked.


“I will answer you according to my belief. She is not,” returned the Padre, “or she was not. When she was young — God help me, I fear I neglected that wild lamb — she was surely sane; and yet, although it did not run to such heights, the same strain was already notable; it had been so before her in her father, ay, and before him, and this inclined me, perhaps, to think too lightly of it. But these things go on growing, not only in the individual but in the race.”


“When she was young,” I began, and my voice failed me for a moment, and it was only with a great effort that I was able to add, “was she like Olalla?”


“Now God forbid!” exclaimed the Padre. “God forbid that any man should think so slightingly of my favorite penitent. No, no; the Senorita (but for her beauty, which I wish most honestly she had less of) has not a hair’s resemblance to what her mother was at the same age. I could not bear to have you think so; though, Heaven knows, it were, perhaps, better that you should.”


At this, I raised myself in bed, and opened my heart to the old man; telling him of our love and of her decision, owning my own horrors, my own passing fancies, but telling him that these were at an end; and with something more than a purely formal submission, appealing to his judgement.


He heard me very patiently and without surprise; and when I had done, he sat for some time silent. Then he began: “The church,” and instantly broke off again to apologize. “I had forgotten, my child, that you were not a Christian,” said he. “And indeed, upon a point so highly unusual, even the church can scarce be said to have decided. But would you have my opinion? The Senorita is, in a matter of this kind, the best judge; I would accept her judgement.”


On the back of that he went away, nor was he thenceforward so assiduous in his visits; indeed, even when I began to get about again, he plainly feared and deprecated my society, not as in distaste but much as a man might be disposed to flee from the riddling sphynx. The villagers, too, avoided me; they were unwilling to be my guides upon the mountain. I thought they looked at me askance, and I made sure that the more superstitious crossed themselves on my approach. At first I set this down to my heretical opinions; but it began at length to dawn upon me that if I was thus redoubted it was because I had stayed at the residencia. All men despise the savage notions of such peasantry; and yet I was conscious of a chill shadow that seemed to fall and dwell upon my love. It did not conquer, but I may not deny that it restrained my ardor.


Some miles westward of the village there was a gap in the sierra, from which the eye plunged direct upon the residencia; and thither it became my daily habit to repair. A wood crowned the summit; and just where the pathway issued from its fringes, it was overhung by a considerable shelf of rock, and that, in its turn, was surmounted by a crucifix of the size of life and more than usually painful in design. This was my perch; thence, day after day, I looked down upon the plateau, and the great old house, and could see Felipe, no bigger than a fly, going to and fro about the garden. Sometimes mists would draw across the view, and be broken up again by mountain winds; sometimes the plain slumbered below me in unbroken sunshine; it would sometimes be all blotted out by rain. This distant post, these interrupted sights of the place where my life had been so strangely changed, suited the indecision of my humour. I passed whole days there, debating with myself the various elements of our position; now leaning to the suggestions of love, now giving an ear to prudence, and in the end halting irresolute between the two.


One day, as I was sitting on my rock, there came by that way a somewhat gaunt peasant wrapped in a mantle. He was a stranger, and plainly did not know me even by repute; for, instead of keeping the other side, he drew near and sat down beside me, and we had soon fallen in talk. Among other things he told me he had been a muleteer, and in former years had much frequented these mountains; later on, he had followed the army with his mules, had realized a competence, and was now living retired with his family.


“Do you know that house?” I inquired, at last, pointing to the residencia, for I readily wearied of any talk that kept me from the thought of Olalla.


He looked at me darkly and crossed himself.


“Too well,” he said, “it was there that one of my comrades sold himself to Satan; the Virgin shield us from temptations! He has paid the price; he is now burning in the reddest place in Hell!”


A fear came upon me; I could answer nothing; and presently the man resumed, as if to himself: “Yes,” he said, “O yes, I know it. I have passed its doors. There was snow upon the pass, the wind was driving it; sure enough there was death that night upon the mountains, but there was worse beside the hearth. I took him by the arm, Senor, and dragged him to the gate; I conjured him, by all he loved and respected, to go forth with me; I went on my knees before him in the snow; and I could see he was moved by my entreaty. And just then she came out on the gallery, and called him by his name; and he turned, and there was she standing with a lamp in her hand and smiling on him to come back. I cried out aloud to God, and threw my arms about him, but he put me by, and left me alone. He had made his choice; God help us. I would pray for him, but to what end? there are sins that not even the Pope can loose.”


“And your friend,” I asked, “what became of him?”


“Nay, God knows,” said the muleteer. “If all be true that we hear, his end was like his sin, a thing to raise the hair.”


“Do you mean that he was killed?” I asked.


“Sure enough, he was killed,” returned the man. “But how? Ay, how? But these are things that it is sin to speak of.”


“The people of that house…” I began.


But he interrupted me with a savage outburst. “The people?” he cried. “What people? There are neither men nor women in that house of Satan’s! What? have you lived here so long, and never heard?” And here he put his mouth to my ear and whispered, as if even the fowls of the mountain might have over-heard and been stricken with horror.


What he told me was not true, nor was it even original; being, indeed, but a new edition, vamped up again by village ignorance and superstition, of stories nearly as ancient as the race of man. It was rather the application that appalled me. In the old days, he said, the church would have burned out that nest of basilisks; but the arm of the church was now shortened; his friend Miguel had been unpunished by the hands of men, and left to the more awful judgement of an offended God. This was wrong; but it should be so no more. The Padre was sunk in age; he was even bewitched himself; but the eyes of his flock were now awake to their own danger; and someday — ay, and before long — the smoke of that house should go up to heaven.


He left me filled with horror and fear. Which way to turn I knew not; whether first to warn the Padre, or to carry my ill-news direct to the threatened inhabitants of the residencia. Fate was to decide for me; for, while I was still hesitating, I beheld the veiled figure of a woman drawing near to me up the pathway. No veil could deceive my penetration; by every line and every movement I recognized Olalla; and keeping hidden behind a corner of the rock, I suffered her to gain the summit. Then I came forward. She knew me and paused, but did not speak; I, too, remained silent; and we continued for some time to gaze upon each other with a passionate sadness.


“I thought you had gone,” she said at length. “It is all that you can do for me — to go. It is all I ever asked of you. And you still stay. But do you know, that every day heaps up the peril of death, not only on your head, but on ours? A report has gone about the mountain; it is thought you love me, and the people will not suffer it.”


I saw she was already informed of her danger, and I rejoiced at it. “Olalla,” I said, “I am ready to go this day, this very hour, but not alone.”


She stepped aside and knelt down before the crucifix to pray, and I stood by and looked now at her and now at the object of her adoration, now at the living figure of the penitent, and now at the ghastly, daubed countenance, the painted wounds, and the projected ribs of the image. The silence was only broken by the wailing of some large birds that circled sidelong, as if in surprise or alarm, about the summit of the hills. Presently Olalla rose again, turned towards me, raised her veil, and, still leaning with one hand on the shaft of the crucifix, looked upon me with a pale and sorrowful countenance.


“I have laid my hand upon the cross,” she said. “The Padre says you are no Christian; but look up for a moment with my eyes, and behold the face of the Man of Sorrows. We are all such as He was — the inheritors of sin; we must all bear and expiate a past which was not ours; there is in all of us — ay, even in me — a sparkle of the divine. Like Him, we must endure for a little while, until morning returns bringing peace. Suffer me to pass on upon my way alone; it is thus that I shall be least lonely, counting for my friend Him who is the friend of all the distressed; it is thus that I shall be the most happy, having taken my farewell of earthly happiness, and willingly accepted sorrow for my portion.”


I looked at the face of the crucifix, and, though I was no friend to images, and despised that imitative and grimacing art of which it was a rude example, some sense of what the thing implied was carried home to my intelligence. The face looked down upon me with a painful and deadly contraction; but the rays of a glory encircled it, and reminded me that the sacrifice was voluntary. It stood there, crowning the rock, as it still stands on so many highway sides, vainly preaching to passers-by, an emblem of sad and noble truths; that pleasure is not an end, but an accident; that pain is the choice of the magnanimous; that it is best to suffer all things and do well. I turned and went down the mountain in silence; and when I looked back for the last time before the wood closed about my path, I saw Olalla still leaning on the crucifix.
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The following pages came into my hands shortly after the writer’s death. He was a brother officer of my own, had served under me with distinction in the last Afghan campaign, and was a young man of great spirit and promise. He left the army on the occasion of his marriage with a very beautiful girl, the daughter of a Leicestershire baronet; and I partially lost sight of him for some little time afterwards. I can, however, vouch for the accuracy of the principal facts herein narrated, and of the story generally; the sad fate of the family having made a profound impression, not only in the district in Ireland where the tragedy occurred, but throughout the country.


(Signed) William J. Porlock,
 Lieut.-Col.,  ___ Regt.


The Curragh, Co. Kildare







At last she is dead!


It came to an end today: all that long agony, those heartrending cries and moans, the terrified shuddering of that poor wasted body, the fixed and maddening glare, more awful for its very unconsciousness. Only this very day they faded out and died one by one, as death crept at last up the tortured and emaciated limbs, and I stood over my wife’s body, and tried to thank God for both our sakes that it was all over.


And yet it was I who had done it. I who killed her – not meaningly or of intent (I will swear that), not even so that the laws of this earth can punish me; but truly, willfully all the same; of my own brutal, thoughtless selfishness. I put it all down in my diary at the time. I tear out the pages that refer to it now, and insert them here, that when those few friends who still care for me hear of the end they may know how it came about.


•   •   •   •   •



June 10th, 1878. Castle Kilmoyle, Kerry –
 Arrived here today with Kilmoyle after a hard battle to get away from Lily, who couldn’t bear me going, and tried all manner of arguments to keep me from leaving her.


“What have you to do with Lord Kilmoyle’s tenants?” she would keep on asking. “They owe no rent to you. Oh, Harry, do let them alone and stay here. If you go with him you’ll be sure to come in for some of the ill-feeling that already exists against himself; and I shall be so miserably anxious all the time. Pray don’t go.”


I told her, however, that I must; first, because I had promised, and men don’t like going back from their word without any cause; and secondly, because Kilmoyle would be desperately offended with me if I did. The fact is, I hadn’t seen him for three years till we met at that tennis-party at the FitzHerbert’s last week; and when he asked me if I would like to run over for a week’s fishing at his place in Ireland, and help him to enforce the eviction of a tenant who declined either to pay for the house he lived in or leave it, I accepted with effusion. It would be a spree. I had nothing to do, and I really wanted a little change and waking up. As for Lily, her condition naturally makes me rather nervous and fanciful at present, and to have me dancing attendance on her does her more harm than good. I told her so, and asked her, with half a dozen kisses, if she’d like to tie me to her apron-string altogether. She burst out crying, and said she would! There is no use in reasoning with the dear little girl at present. She is better with her sisters.



June 12th – We have begun the campaign by giving the tenant twenty-four hours’ notice to quit or pay. Kilmoyle and I rode down with the bailiff to the cottage, a well-built stone one in the loveliest glen ever dreamt of out of fairyland, to see it served ourselves. The door was shut and barred, and as no answer save a fierce barking from within responded to our knocks, we were beginning to think that the tenant had saved us the trouble of evicting him by decamping of his own accord, when, on crossing round the side of the house where there was a small unglazed window, we came in full view of him, seated as coolly as possible beside a bare hearthstone, with a pipe in his mouth and a big brown dog between his knees. His hair, which was snow-white, hung over his shoulders, and his face was browned to the color of mahogany by exposure to sun and wind; but he might have been carved out of mahogany too for all the sign of attention that he gave while the bailiff repeated his messages, until Kilmoyle, losing patience, tossed a written copy of the notice into him through the open window, with a threat that, unless he complied with it, he would be smoked out of the place like a rat; after which we rode off, followed by a perfect pandemonium of barks and howls from the dog, a lean and hideous mongrel, who seemed to be only held by force from flying at our throats.


We had a jolly canter over the hills afterwards, selected the bit of river that seemed most suitable for our fishing on the morrow; and wound up the day with a couple of bottles of champagne at dinner, after which Kilmoyle was warmed up into making me an offer which I accepted on the spot – i.e., to let me have the identical cottage we had been visiting rent free, with right of shooting and fishing, for two years, on condition only of my putting and keeping it in order for that time. I wonder what Lily will say to the idea. She hates Ireland almost as much as Kilmoyle’s tenants are supposed to hate him, but really it would cost mighty little to make a most picturesque little place of the cabin in question, and I believe we should both find it highly enjoyable to run down here for a couple of months’ change in the autumn, after a certain and much-looked-forward-to event is well over.



June 19th – The job is done, and the man out; and Kilmoyle and I shook hands laughingly today over our victory as he handed me the key in token of my new tenantship. It has been rather an exciting bit of work, however; for the fellow – an ill-conditioned old villain, who hasn’t paid a stiver of rent for the last twelve months, and only a modicum for the three previous years – wouldn’t quit; set all threats, persuasions, and warnings at defiance, and simply sat within his door with a loaded gun in his hand, and kept it pointed at anyone who tried to approach him. In the end, and to avoid bloodshed, we had to smoke him out. There was nothing else for it, for though we took care that none of the neighbors should come near the house with food, he was evidently prepared to starve where he was rather than budge an inch; and on the third day, Donovan, the bailiff, told Kilmoyle that if he didn’t want it to come to that, he must have in the help either of the “peelers” or a bit of smoke.


Kilmoyle vowed he wouldn’t have the peelers anyhow. He had said he’d put the man out himself, and he’d do it; and the end of it was, we first had the windows shuttered up from outside, a sod put in the chimney, and then the door taken off its hinges while the tenant’s attention was momentarily distracted by the former operations. Next, a good big fire of damp weeds which had been piled up outside was set alight, and after that there was nothing to do but wait.


It didn’t take long. The wind was blowing strongly in the direction of the house, and the dense volume of thick, acrid smoke would have driven me out in about five minutes. As for the tenant, he was probably more hardened on the subject of atmosphere generally, for he managed to stand it for nearly half an hour, and until Kilmoyle and I were almost afraid to keep it up lest he should let himself be smothered out of sheer obstinacy. Just as I was debating, however, whether I wouldn’t brave his gun, and make a rush for him at all costs, nature or vindictiveness got the better of his perversity; a dark figure staggered through the stifling vapor to the door, fired wildly in the direction of Kilmoyle (without hitting him, thank God!), and then dropped, a miserable object, purple with suffocation and black with smoke, upon the threshold, whence some of the keepers dragged him out into the fresh air and poured a glass of whiskey down his throat, just too late to prevent his fainting away.


Five minutes later the fire was out, the windows opened, and two stalwart Scotch keepers put in charge of the dwelling, while Kilmoyle and I went home to dinner, and the wretched old man, who had given us so much trouble for nothing, was conveyed in a handcart to the village by some of his neighbors, who had been looking on from a distance, and beguiling the time by hooting and groaning at us.


“Who wants the police in these cases?” said Kilmoyle triumphantly. “To my mind, Glennie, it’s more cowardice to send for those poor fellows to enforce orders we ought to be able to carry out for ourselves, and so get them into odium with the whole neighborhood. We managed this capitally by ourselves” – and, upon my word, I couldn’t help agreeing heartily with him. Indeed, the whole affair had gone off with only one trifling accident, and that was no one’s fault but the tenant’s.


It seems that for the last two days his abominable dog had been tied up in a miserable little pigsty a few yards from the house, Donovan having threatened him that if the brute flew at or bit anyone it would be shot instantly. Nobody was aware of this, however, and unfortunately, when the bonfire was at its height, a blazing twig fell on the roof of this little shelter and set it alight; the clouds of smoke which were blowing that way hiding what had happened until the wretched animal inside was past rescue; while even its howls attracted no attention, from the simple fact that not only it, but a score of other curs belonging to the neighbors round had been making as much noise as they could from the commencement of the affair.


Now, of course, we hear that the evicted tenant goes about swearing that we deliberately and out of malice burnt his only friend alive, and calling down curses on our heads in consequence. I don’t think we are much affected by them, however. Why didn’t he untie the poor brute himself…?



June 22nd – A letter from Lady FitzHerbert, Lily’s eldest sister, telling me she thinks I had better come back at once! L. not at all well, nervous about me, and made more, instead of less so, by my account of our successful raid. What a fool I was to write it! I thought she would be amused; but the only thing now is to get back as quickly as possible, and I started this morning, Kilmoyle driving me to the station. We were bowling along pretty fast, when, as we turned a bend in the road, the horse swerved suddenly to one side, and the off-wheel of the trap went over something with that sickening sort of jolt, the meaning of which some of us know, by experience, and which made Kilmoyle exclaim:


“Good heavens, we’ve run over something!”


Fortunately nothing to hurt! Nothing but the carcass of a dead dog, whose charred and blackened condition would have sufficiently identified it with the victim of Tuesday’s bonfire, even if we had not now perceived its late owner seated among the heather near the roadside, and occupied in pouring forth a string of wailing sounds, which might have been either prayers or curses for aught we could tell; the while he waved his shaggy white head and brown claw-like hands to and fro in unison. I yelled at him to know why he had left his brute of a dog there to upset travelers, but he paid no attention, and did not seem to hear, and as we were in a hurry to catch the train we could not afford to waste words on him, but drove on.



June 26th – Holly Lodge, West Kensington – This day sees me the proud father of a son and heir, now just five hours old, and, though rather too red for beauty, a very sturdy youngster, with a fine pair of lungs of his own. Lily says she is too happy to live, and as the dread of losing her has been the one thought of the last twenty-four hours, it is a comfort to know from the doctor that this means she has got through it capitally, and is doing as well as can be expected. Thank God for all His mercies!



July 17th – Lily has had a nasty fright this evening, for which I hope she won’t be any the worse. She was lying on a couch out in the veranda for the first time since her convalescence, and I had been reading to her till she fell asleep, when I closed the book, and leaving the bell beside her in case she should want anything, went into my study to write letters. I hadn’t been there for half an hour, however, when I was startled by a cry from Lily’s voice and a sharp ringing of the bell, which made me fling open the study window and dart round to the veranda at the back of the house. It was empty, but in the drawing-room within, Lily was standing upright, trembling with terror and clinging to her maid, while she tried to explain to her that there was someone hidden in the veranda or close by, though so incoherently, owing to the state of agitation she was in, that it was not until I and the manservant had searched the veranda, garden, and outbuildings, and found nothing, that I was even able to understand what had frightened her.


It appeared then that she had suddenly been awakened from sleep by the pressure of a heavy hand on her shoulder, and a hot breath – so close, it seemed as if someone were about to whisper in her ear – upon her cheek. She started up, crying out, “Who’s that? What is it?” but was only answered by a hasty withdrawal of the pressure, and the pit-pat of heavy but shoeless feet retreating through the dusk to the further end of the veranda. In a sudden access of ungovernable terror she screamed out, sprang to her feet, ringing the bell as she did so, and rushed into the drawing-room, where she was fortunately joined by her maid, who had been passing through the hall when the bell rang.


Well, as I said, we searched high and low, and not a trace of any intruder could we find; nay, not even a stray cat or dog, and we have none of our own. The garden isn’t large, and there is neither tree nor shrub in it big enough to conceal a boy. The gate leading into the road was fastened inside, and the wall is too high for easy climbing; while the maid having been in the hall, could certify that no one had passed out through the drawing-room. Finally I came to the conclusion that the whole affair was the outcome of one of those very vivid dreams which sometimes come to us in the semi-conscious moment between sleep and waking; and though Lily, of course, wouldn’t hear of such an idea, for a long while, I think even she began to give into it after the doctor had been sent for, and had pronounced it the only rational one, and given her a composing draught before sending her off to bed. At present she is sleeping soundly, but it has been a disturbing evening, and I’m glad it’s over.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


September 20th – Have seen Dr. C___ today, and he agrees with me – that there is nothing for it but change and bracing air. He declares that the fright Lily had in July must have been much more serious than we imagined, and that she has never got over it. She seemed to do so. She was out and about after her confinement as soon as other people; but I remember now her nerves seemed gone from the first. She was always starting, listening, and trembling without any cause, except that she appeared in constant alarm lest something should happen to the baby; and as I took that to be a common weakness with young mothers over their first child, I’m afraid I paid no attention to it. We’ve a very nice nurse for the boy, a young Irishwoman named Bridget McBean (not that she’s ever seen Ireland herself, but her parents came from there, driven by poverty to earn their living elsewhere, and after faithfully sending over every farthing they could screw out of their own necessities to “the ould folks at home”, died in the same poverty here). Bridget is devoted to the child, and as long as he is in her care Lily generally seems easy and peaceful. Otherwise (and some strange instinct seems to tell her when this is the case) she gets nervous at once, and is always restless and uneasy.


Once she awoke with a scream in the middle of the night, declaring, “Something was wrong with the baby. Nurse had gone away and left it; she was sure of it!” To pacify her I threw on my dressing-gown and ran up to the nursery to see; and, true enough, though the boy was all right and sound asleep, Nurse was absent, having gone up to the cook’s room to get something for her toothache. She came back the next moment and I returned to satisfy Lily, but she would scarcely listen to me.


“Is it gone?” she asked. “Was the nursery door open? Oh, if it had been! Thank God, you were in time to drive the thing down. But how – how could it have got into the house?”


“It? What?” I repeated, staring.


“The dog you passed on the stairs. I saw it as it ran past the door – a big black dog!”


“My dear, you’re dreaming. I passed no dog; nothing at all.”


“Oh, Harry, didn’t you see it then? I did, though it went by so quietly. Oh, is it in the house still?”


I seized the candle, went up and down the stairs and searched the whole house thoroughly; but again found nothing. The fancied dog must have been a shadow on the wall only, and I told her so pretty sharply; yet on two subsequent occasions when, for some reason or another, she had the child’s cot put beside her own bed at night, I was awoken by finding her sitting up and shaking with fright, while she assured me that something – some animal – had been trying to get into the room. She could hear its breathing distinctly as it scratched at the door to open it! Dr. C___ is right. Her nerves are clearly all wrong, and a thorough change is the only thing for her. How glad I am that the builder writes me my Kerry shooting-box is finished! We’ll run over there next week….


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


September 26th, The Cabin,
 Kilmoyle Castle, Kerry – Certainly this place is Paradise after London, and never did I imagine that by raising the roof so as to transform a garret into a large, bright attic, quite big enough for a nursery, throwing out a couple of bay windows into the two rooms below, and turning an adjoining barn into a kitchen and servants’ room, this cottage could ever have been made into such a jolly little box. As for Lily, she’s delighted with it, and looks ever so much better already. Am getting my guns in order for tomorrow, anticipating a pleasant day’s shooting.



September 27th – Here’s an awful bother! Bridget has given warning and declares she will leave today! It seems she knew her mother came from Kerry, and this morning she has found out that the old man who lived in this very cottage was her own grandfather, and that he died of a broken heart within a week of his eviction, having first called down a solemn curse on Kilmoyle and me, and all belonging to us, in this world and the next. They also say that he managed to scoop out a grave for his dog, and bury it right in front of the cabin door; and now Bridget is alternately tearing her hair for ever having served under her “grandfather’s murtherer”, and weeping over the murderer’s baby the while she packs her box for departure. That wouldn’t matter too much, though it’s awfully unpleasant; for the housekeeper at the Castle will send us someone to mind the boy till we get another nurse; but the disclosure seems to have driven Lily as frantic as Bridget. She entreated me with tears and sobs to give up the cabin, and take her and baby back to England before “the curse could fall upon us”, and wept like one broken-hearted when I told her she must be mad even to suggest such a thing after all the expense I had been to. All the same, it’s a horrid nuisance. She has been crying all day, and if this fancy grows on her the change will do her no good, and I shan’t know what to do. I’m sorry I was cross to her, poor child, but I was rather out of sorts myself, having been kept awake all night by the ceaseless mournful howling of some unseen cur. Besides, I’m bothered about Kilmoyle. He arranged long ago to be here this week; but the bailiff says he has been ill and is traveling, and speaks in a mysterious way as if the illness were D.T. I hope not! I had no idea before that my old chum was even addicted to drink. Anyhow, I won’t be baulked of a few days shooting, at all events, and perhaps by that time Lily will have calmed down.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


October 19th, The Castle – It is weeks since I opened this, and I only do so now before closing it forever. I shall never dare to look at it again after writing down what I must today. I did go out for my shooting on the morning after my last entry, and my wife, with the babe in her arms, stood at the cabin door to see me off. The sunlight shone full on them – on the tear-stains still dark under her sweet blue eyes, and the downy head and tiny face of the infant on her breast. But she smiled as I kissed my hand to her. I shall never forget that – the last smile that ever… The woman we had brought with us as servant told me the rest. She said her mistress went on playing with the child in the sunshine till it fell asleep and then laid it in its cot inside, and sat beside it rocking it. By-and-by, however, the maid went in and asked her to come and look at something that was wrong with the new kitchen arrangements, and Lily came out with her. They were in the kitchen about ten minutes, when they heard a wail from the cabin, and both ran out. Lily was first, and cried out:


“Oh, Heaven! Look! What’s that – that great dog, all black and burnt-looking, coming out of the house? Oh, my baby! My baby!”


The maid saw no dog, and stopped for an instant to look round for it, letting her mistress run on. Then she heard one wild shriek from within – such a shriek as she had never heard in all her life before – and followed. She found Lily lying senseless on the floor, and in the cradle the child – stone dead! Its throat had been torn open by some strange savage animal, and on the bedclothes and the fresh white matting covering the floor were the bloodstained imprints of a dog’s feet!


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


That was three weeks ago. It was evening when I came back; came back to hear my wife’s delirious shrieks piercing the autumn twilight – those shrieks which, from the moment of her being roused from the merciful insensibility which held her for the first hours of her loss, she has never ceased to utter. We have moved her to the Castle since then; but I can hear them now. She has never regained consciousness once. The doctors fear she never will.


•   •   •   •   •


And she never did! That last entry in my diary was written two years ago. For two years my young wife, the pretty girl who loved me so dearly, and whom I took from such a happy home, has been a raving lunatic – obliged to be guarded, held down, and confined behind high walls. They have been my own walls, and I have been her keeper. The doctors wanted me to send her to an asylum; said it would be for her good, and on that I consented; but she grew so much worse there, her frantic struggles and shrieks for me to come to her, to “save her from the dog, to keep it off”, were so incessant and heart-rending that they sent for me; and I have never left her again. God only knows what that means; what the horror and agony of those two years, those ceaseless, piteous cries for her child, our child, those agonized entreaties to me “not to go with Kilmoyle; to take her away, away”; those – oh! how have I ever borne it!…


Today it is over. She is dead; and I scarce dare leave her even yet! Never once in all this time have I been tempted to share the horrible delusion which, beginning in a weak state of health, and confirmed by the awful coincidence of our baby’s death, upset my darling’s brain; and yet now – now that it is over, I feel as if the madness which slew her were coming on me also. As she lay dying last night, and I watched by her alone, I seemed to hear a sound of snuffing and scratching at the door outside, as though some animal were there. Once, indeed, I strode to it and threw it open, but there was nothing – nothing but a dark, fleeting shadow seen for one moment, and the sound of soft, unshod feet going pit, pat, pit, pat, upon the stairs as they retreated downwards. It was but fancy; my own heartbeats, as I knew; and yet – yet if the women who turned me out an hour ago should have left her alone – if that sound now — 






Here the writing came to an abrupt end, the pen lying in a blot across it. At the inquest held subsequently the footman deposed that he heard his master fling open the study door, and rush violently upstairs to the death-chamber above. A loud exclamation, and the report of a pistol-shot followed almost immediately; and on running to the rescue he found Captain Glennie standing inside the door, his face livid with horror, and the revolver in his outstretched hand still pointed at a corner of the room on the other side of the bier, the white covering on which had in one place been dragged off and torn. Before the man could speak, however, his master turned round to him, and exclaiming:


“Williams, I have seen it! It was there! On her! Better this than a madhouse! There is no other escape,” put the revolver to his head, and fired. He was dead ere even the servant could catch him.
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— I —

 THE COMING OF THE TERROR


A wide sandy expanse of country, flat and uninteresting in appearance, with a great staring whitewashed house standing in the midst of wide fields of cultivated land; whilst far away were the low sand-hills and pine-forests to be met with in the district of Lithuania, in Russian Poland. Not far from the great white house was the village in which the serfs dwelt, with the large bakehouse and the public bath which are invariably to be found in all Russian villages, however humble. The fields were negligently cultivated, the hedges broken down and the fences in bad repair, shattered agricultural implements had been carelessly flung aside in remote corners, and the whole estate showed the want of the superintending eye of an energetic master. The great white house was no better looked after, the garden was an utter wilderness, great patches of plaster had fallen from the walls, and many of the Venetian shutters were almost off the hinges. Over all was the dark lowering sky of a Russian autumn, and there were no signs of life to be seen, save a few peasants lounging idly towards the vodki shop, and a gaunt half-starved cat creeping stealthily abroad in quest of a meal.


The estate, which was known by the name of Kostopchin, was the property of Paul Sergevitch, a gentleman of means, and the most discontented man in Russian Poland. Like most wealthy Muscovites, he had traveled much, and had spent the gold, which had been amassed by serf labor, like water, in all the dissolute revelries of the capitals of Europe. Paul’s figure was as well known in the boudoirs of the demi-mondaines as his face was familiar at the public gaming-tables. He appeared to have no thought for the future, but only to live in the excitement of the mad career of dissipation which he was pursuing. His means, enormous as they were, were all forestalled, and he was continually sending to his intendant [administrator] for fresh supplies of money. His fortune would not have long held out against the constant inroads that were being made upon it, when an unexpected circumstance took place which stopped his career like a flash of lightning. This was a fatal duel, in which a young man of great promise, the son of the prime minister of the country in which he then resided, fell by his hand. Representations were made to the Czar, and Paul Sergevitch was recalled, and, after receiving a severe reprimand, was ordered to return to his estates in Lithuania. Horribly discontented, yet not daring to disobey the Imperial mandate, Paul buried himself at Kostopchin, a place he had not visited since his boyhood. At first he endeavored to interest himself in the workings of the vast estate; but agriculture had no charm for him, and the only result was that he quarreled with and dismissed his German intendant, replacing him by an old serf, Michal Vassilitch, who had been his father’s valet. Then he took to wandering about the country, gun in hand, and upon his return home would sit moodily drinking brandy and smoking innumerable cigarettes, as he cursed his lord and master, the emperor, for consigning him to such a course of dullness and ennui. For a couple of years he led this aimless life, and at last, hardly knowing the reason for so doing, he married the daughter of a neighboring landed proprietor. The marriage was a most unhappy one; the girl had really never cared for Paul, but had married him in obedience to her father’s mandates, and the mar, whose temper was always brutal an d violent, treated her, after a brief interval of contemptuous indifference, with savage cruelty. After three years the unhappy woman expired, leaving behind her two children — a boy, Alexis, and a girl, Katrina. Paul treated his wife’s death with the most perfect indifference; but he did not put anyone in her place. He was very fond of the little Katrina, but did not take much notice of the boy, and resumed his lonely wanderings about the country with dog and gun. Five years had passed since the death of his wife. Alexis was a fine, healthy boy of seven, whilst Katrina was some eighteen months younger. Paul was lighting one of his eternal cigarettes at the door of his house, when the little girl came running up to him.


“You bad, wicked papa,” said she. “How is it that you have never brought me the pretty gray squirrels that you promised I should have the next time you went to the forest?”  “Because I have never yet been able to find any, my treasure,” returned her father, taking up the child in his arms and half smothering her with kisses. “Because I have not found them yet, my golden queen; but I am bound to find Ivanovitch, the poacher, smoking about the woods, and if he can’t show me where they are, no one can.”


“Ah, little father,” broke in old Michal, using the term of address with which a Russian of humble position usually accosts his superior; “Ah, little father, take care; you will go to those woods once too often.”


“Do you think I am afraid of Ivanovitch?” returned his master, with a coarse laugh. “Why, he and I are the best of friends; at any rate, if he robs me, he does so openly, and keeps other poachers away from my woods.”


“It is not of Ivanovitch that I am thinking,” answered the old man. “But oh! Gospodin, do not go into these dark solitudes; there are terrible tales told about them, of witches that dance in the moonlight, of strange, shadowy, forms that are seen amongst the trunks of the tall pines, and of whispered voices that tempt the listeners to eternal perdition.”


Again the rude laugh of the lord of the manor rang out, as Paul observed, “If you go on addling your brain, old man, with these nearly half-forgotten legends, I shall have to look out for a new intendant.”


“But I was not thinking of these fearful creatures only,” returned Michal, crossing himself piously. “It was against the wolves that I meant to warn you.”


“Oh, father, dear, I am frightened now,” whimpered little Katrina, hiding her head on her father’s shoulder. “Wolves are such cruel, wicked things.”


“See there, gray-bearded dotard,” cried Paul, furiously, “you have terrified this sweet angel by your farrago of lies; besides, who ever heard of wolves so early as this. You are dreaming, Michal Vassilitch, or have taken your morning dram of vodki too strong.”


“As I hope for future happiness,” answered the o’d man, solemnly, “as I came through the marsh last night from Kosma the herdsman’s cottage — you know, my lord, that he has been bitten by a viper, and is seriously ill — as I came through the marsh, I repeat, I saw something like sparks of fire in the clump of alders on the right hand side. I was anxious to know what they could be, and cautiously moved a little nearer, recommending my soul to the protection of Saint Vladamir. I had not gone a couple of paces when a wild howl came that chilled the very marrow in my bones, and a pack of some ten or a dozen wolves, gaunt and famished as you see them, my lord, in the winter, rushed out. At their head was a white she-wolf, as big as any of the male ones, with gleaming tusks and a pair of yellow eyes that blazed with lurid fire. I had round my neck a crucifix that had been given me by the priest of Streletza, and the savage beasts knew this and broke away across the marsh, sending up the mud and water in showers in the air; but the white she-wolf, little father, circled round me three times as though endeavoring to find some place from which to attack me. Three times she did this, and then, with a snap of her teeth and a howl of impotent malice, she galloped away some fifty yards and sat down, watching my every movement with her fiery eyes. I did not delay any longer in so dangerous a spot, as you may well imagine, Gospodin, but walked hurriedly home, crossing myself at every step; but, as I am a living man, that white devil followed me the whole distance, keeping fifty paces in the rear, and every now and then licking her lips with a sound that made my flesh creep. When I got to the last fence before you come to the house I raised up my voice and shouted for the dogs, and soon I heard the deep bay of Troska and Brascöe as they came bounding towards me. The white devil heard it, too, and, giving a high bound into the air, she uttered a loud howl of disappointment, and trotted back leisurely towards the marsh.”


“But why did you not set the dogs after her?” asked Paul, interested, in spite of himself, at the old man’s narrative. “In the open Troska and Brascöe would run down any wolf that ever set foot to the ground in Lithuania?”  “I tried to do so, little father,” answered the old man, solemnly; “but directly they got up to the spot where the beast had executed her last devilish gambol, they put their tails between their legs and ran back to the house as fast as their legs could carry them.”


“Strange,” muttered Paul, thoughtfully, “that is, if it is truth and not vodki that is speaking.”


“My lord,” returned the old man, reproachfully, “man and boy, I have served you and my lord your father for fifty years, and no one can say that they ever saw Michal Vassilitch the worse for liquor.”


“No one doubts that you are a sly old thief, Michal,” returned his master, with his course, jarring laugh; “but for all that, your long stories of having been followed by white wolves won’t prevent me from going to the forest today. A couple of good buckshot cartridges will break any spell, though I don’t think that the she-wolf, if she existed anywhere than in your own imagination, has anything to do with magic. Don’t be frightened, Katrina, my pet; you shall have a fine white wolf’s-skin to put your feet on, if what this old fool says is right.”


“Michal is not a fool,” pouted the child, “and it is very wicked of you to call him so. I don’t want any nasty wolfskins, I want the gray squirrels.”


“And you shall have them, my precious,” returned her father, setting her down upon the ground. “Be a good girl, and I will not be long away.”


“Father,” said the little Alexis, suddenly, “let me go with you. I should like to see you kill a wolf, and then I should know how to do so, when I grow older and taller.”


“Pshaw,” returned his father, irritably. “Boys are always in the way. Take the lad away, Michal; don’t you see that he is worrying his sweet little sister.”


“No, no, he does not worry me at all,” answered the impetuous little lady, as she flew to her brother and covered him with kisses. “Michal, you shan’t take him away, do you hear?”


“There, there, leave the children together,” returned Paul, as he shouldered his gun, and kissing the tips of his fingers to Katrina, stepped away rapidly in the direction of the dark pine woods. Paul walked on, humming the fragment of an air that he had heard in a very different place many years ago. A strange feeling of elation crept over him, very different to the false excitement which his solitary drinking bouts were wont to produce. A change seemed to have come over his whole life, the skies looked brighter, the spicula of the pine-trees of a more vivid green, and the landscape seemed to have lost that dull cloud of depression which had for years appeared to hang over it. And beneath all this exaltation of the mind, beneath all this unlooked-for promise of a more happy future, lurked a heavy, inexplicable feeling of a power to come, a something without form or shape, and yet the more terrible because it was shrouded by that thick veil which conceals from the eyes of the soul the strange fantastic designs of the dwellers beyond the line of earthly influences.


There were no signs of the poacher, and wearied with searching for him, Paul made the woods re-echo with his name. The great dog Troska, who had followed his master, looked up wistfully into his face, and at a second repetition of the name “Ivanovitch,” uttered a long plaintive howl, and then, looking round at Paul as though entreating him to follow, moved slowly ahead towards a denser portion of the forest. A little mystified at the hound’s unusual proceedings, Paul followed, keeping his gun ready to fire at the least sign of danger. He thought that he knew the forest well, but the dog led the way to a portion which he never remembered to have visited before. He had got away from the pine trees now, and had entered a dense thicket formed of stunted oaks and hollies. The great dog only kept a yard or so ahead, his lips were drawn back, showing the strong white fangs, the hair upon his neck and back was bristling, and his tail firmly pressed between his hind legs. Evidently the animal was in a state of the most extreme terror, and yet it proceeded bravely forward. Struggling through the dense thicket, Paul suddenly found himself in an open space of some ten or twenty yards in diameter. At one end of it was a slimy pool, into the waters of which several strange-looking reptiles glided as the man and dog made their appearance. Almost in the center of the opening was a shattered stone cross, and at its base lay a dark heap, close to which Troska stopped, and again raising his head, uttered a long melancholy howl. For an instant or two, Paul gazed hesitatingly at the shapeless heap that lay beneath the cross, and then, mustering up all his courage, he stepped forwards and bent anxiously over it. One glance was enough, for he recognized the body of Ivanovitch the poacher, hideously mangled. With a cry of surprise, he turned over the body, and shuddered as he gazed upon the terrible injuries that had been inflicted. The unfortunate man had evidently been attacked by some savage beast, for there were marks of teeth upon the throat, and the jugular vein had been almost torn out. The breast of the corpse had been torn open, evidently by long sharp claws, and there was a gaping orifice upon the left side, round which the blood had formed in a thick coagulated patch. The only animals to be found in the forests of Russia capable of inflicting such wounds are the bear or the wolf, and the question as to the class of the assailant was easily settled by a glance at the dank ground, which showed the prints of a wolf so entirely different from the plantegrade traces of the bear.


“Savage brutes,” muttered Paul. “So, after all, there may have been some truth in Michal’s story, and the old idiot may for once in his life have spoken the truth. Well, it is no concern of mine, and if a fellow chooses to wander about the woods at night to kill my game, instead of remaining in his own hovel, he must take his chance. The strange thing is that the brutes have not eaten him, though they have mauled him so terribly.”


He turned away as he spoke, intending to return home and send out some of the serfs to bring in the body of the unhappy man, when his eye was caught by a small white object changing from a bramble bush near the pond. He made towards the spot, and taking up the object, examined it curiously. It was a tuft of coarse white hair, evidently belonging to some animal.


“A wolf’s hair, or I am much mistaken,” muttered Paul, pressing the hair between his fingers, and then applying it to his nose. “And from its color, I should think that it belonged to the white lady who so terribly alarmed old Michal on the occasion of his night walk through the marsh.”


Paul found it no easy task to retrace his steps towards those parts of the forest with which he was acquainted, and Troska seemed unable to render him the slightest assistance, but followed moodily behind. Many times Paul found his way blocked by impenetrable thicket or dangerous quagmire, and during his many wanderings he had the ever present sensation that there was a something close to him, an invisible something, a noiseless something; but for all that, a presence which moved as he advanced, and halted as he stopped in vain to listen. The certainty that an impalpable thing of some shape or other was close at hand grew so strong, that as the short autumn day began to close, and darker shadows to fall between the trunks of the lofty trees, it made him hurry on at his utmost speed. At length, when he had grown almost mad with terror, he suddenly came upon a path he knew, and with a feeling of intense relief, he stepped briskly forward in the direction of Kostopchin. As he left the forest and came into the open country, a faint wail seemed to ring through the darkness; but Paul’s nerves had been so much shaken that he did not know whether this was an actual fact or only the offspring of his own excited fancy. As he crossed the neglected lawn that lay in front of the house, old Michal came rushing out of the house with terror convulsing every feature.


“Oh, my lord, my lord!” gasped he, “is not this too terrible?”


“Nothing has happened to my Katrina?” cried the father, a sudden sickly feeling of terror passing through his heart.


“No, no, the little lady is quite safe, thanks to the Blessed Virgin and Saint Alexander of Nevskoi,” returned Michal; “but oh, my lord, poor Marta, the herd’s daughter—”


“Well, what of the slut?” demanded Paul, for now that his momentary fear for the safety of his daughter had passed away, he had but little sympathy to spare for so insignificant a creature as a serf girl.


“I told you that Kosma was dying,” answered Michal. “Well, Marta went across the marsh this afternoon to fetch the priest, but alas! she never came back.”


“What detained her, then?” asked his master.


“One of the neighbors, going in to see how Kosma was getting on, found the poor old man dead, his face was terribly contorted, and he was half in the bed, and half out, as though he had striven to reach the door. The man ran to the village to give the alarm, and as the men returned to the herdsman’s hut, they found the body of Marta in a thicket by the clump of alders on the marsh.”


“Her body — she was dead then?” asked Paul.


“Dead, my lord, killed by wolves,” answered the old man. “And oh, my lord, it is too horrible, her breast was horribly lacerated, and her heart had been taken out and eaten, for it was nowhere to be found.”


Paul started, for the horrible mutilation of the body of Ivanovitch the poacher occurred to his recollection.


“And, my lord,” continued the old man, “this is not all, on a bush close by was this tuft of hair,” and, as he spoke, he took it from a piece of paper in which it was wrapped to his master. Paul took it, and recognized a similar tuft of hair to that which he had seen upon the bramble bush beside the shattered cross.


“Surely, my lord,” continued Michal, not heeding his master’s look of surprise, “you will have out men and dogs to hunt down this terrible creature, or, better still, send for the priest and holy water, for I have my doubts whether the creature belongs to this earth.”


Paul shuddered, and, after a short pause, he told Michal of the ghastly end of Ivanovitch the poacher.


The old man listened with the utmost excitement, crossing himself repeatedly, and muttering invocations to the Blessed Virgin and the saints every instant, but his master would no longer listen to him, and, ordering him to place brandy on the table, sat drinking moodily until daylight.


The next day a fresh horror awaited the inhabitants of Kostopchin. An old man, a confirmed drunkard, had staggered out of the vodki shop with the intention of returning home; three hours later he was found at a turn of the road, horribly scratched and mutilated, with the same gaping orifice in the left side of the breast, from which the heart had been forcibly torn out.


Three several times in the course of the week the same ghastly tragedy occurred a little child, an able-bodied laborer, and an old woman, were all found with the same terrible marks of mutilation upon them, and in every case the same tuft of white hair was found in the immediate vicinity of the bodies. A frightful panic ensued, and an excited crowd of serfs surrounded the house at Kostopchin, calling upon their master, Paul Sergevitch, to save them from the fiend that had been let loose upon them, and shouting out various remedies, which they insisted upon being carried into effect at once.


Paul felt a strange disinclination to adopt any active measures. A certain feeling which he could not account for urged him to remain quiescent, but the Russian serf when suffering under an access of superstitious terror is a dangerous person to deal with, and, with extreme reluctance, Paul Sergevitch issued instructions for a thorough search through the estate, and a general battue of the pine woods.





— II —

 THE WORKING OF THE SPELL


The army of beaters convened by Michal was ready with the first dawn of sunrise, and formed a strange and almost grotesque-looking assemblage, armed with rusty old firelocks, heavy bludgeons, and scythes fastened on to the end of long poles. Paul, with his double-barreled gun thrown across his shoulder and a keen hunting-knife thrust into his belt, marched at the head of the serfs, accompanied by the two great hounds, Troska and Branscöe. Every nook and corner of the hedge rows were examined, and the little outlying clumps were thoroughly searched, but without success, and at last a circle was formed round the larger portion of the forest, and with loud shouts, blowing of horns, and beating of copper cooking utensils, the crowd of eager serfs pushed their way through the brushwood. Frightened birds flew up, whirring through the pine branches; hares and rabbits darted from their hiding-places behind tufts and hummocks of grass, and scurried away in the utmost terror. Occasionally a roe deer rushed through the thicket, or a wild boar burst through the thin lines of beaters, but no signs of wolves were to be seen. The circle grew narrower and yet more narrow, when all at once a wild shriek and a confused murmur of voices echoed through the pine trees. All rushed to the spot, and a young lad was discovered weltering in his blood and terribly mutilated, though life still lingered in the mangled frame. A few drops of vodki were poured down his throat, and he managed to gasp out that the white wolf had sprung upon him suddenly, and, throwing him to the ground, had commenced tearing at the flesh over his heart. He would inevitably have been killed, had not the animal quitted him, alarmed by the approach of the other beaters. “The beast ran into that thicket,” gasped the boy, and then once more relapsed into a state of insensibility.


But the words of the wounded boy had been eagerly passed round, and a hundred different propositions were made. “Set fire to the thicket,” exclaimed one.


“Fire a volley into it,” suggested another.


“A bold dash in, and trample the beast’s life out,” shouted a third.


The first proposal was agreed to, and a hundred eager hands collected dried sticks and leaves, and then a light was kindled. Just as the fire was about to be applied, a soft, sweet voice issued from the center of the thicket.


“Do not set fire to the forest, my dear friends; give me time to come out. Is it not enough for me to have been frightened to death by that awful creature?”


All started back in amazement, and Paul felt a strange, sudden thrill pass through his heart as those soft musical accents fell upon his ear.


There was a light rustling in the brushwood, and then a vision suddenly appeared, which filled the souls of the beholders with surprise. As the bushes divided, a fair woman, wrapped in a mantle of soft white fur, with a fantastically-shaped traveling cap of green velvet upon her head, stood before them. She was exquisitely fair, and her long Titian red hair hung in disheveled masses over her shoulders.


“My good man,” began she, with a certain tinge of aristocratic hauteur in her voice, “is your master here?”


As moved by a spring, Paul stepped forward and mechanically raised his cap.


“I am Paul Sergevitch,” said he, “and these woods are on my estate of Kostopchin. A fearful wolf has been committing a series of terrible devastations upon my people, and we have been endeavoring to hunt it down. A boy whom he has just wounded says that he ran into the thicket from which you have just emerged, to the surprise of us all.”


“I know,” answered the lady, fixing her clear, steel-blue eyes keenly upon Paul’s face. “The terrible beast rushed past me, and dived into a large cavity in the earth in the very center of the thicket. It was a huge white wolf, and I greatly feared that it would devour me.”


“Ho, my men,” cried Paul, “take spade and mattock, and dig out the monster, for she has come to the end of her tether at last. Madam, I do not know what chance has conducted you to this wild solitude, but the hospitality of Kostopchin is at your disposal, and I will, with your permission, conduct you there as soon as this scourge of the country side has been dispatched.”


He offered his hand with some remains of his former courtesy, but started back with an expression of horror on his face.


“Blood,” cried he; “why, madam, your hand and fingers are stained with blood.”


A faint color rose to the lady’s cheek, but it died away in an instant as she answered, with a faint smile


“The dreadful creature was all covered with blood, and I suppose I must have stained my hands against the bushes through which it had passed, when I parted them in order to escape from the fiery death with which you threatened me.”


There was a ring of suppressed irony in her voice, and Paul felt his eyes drop before the glance of those cold steel-blue eyes. Meanwhile, urged to the utmost exertion by their fears, the serfs plied spade and mattock with the utmost vigor. The cavity was speedily enlarged, but, when a depth of eight feet had been attained, it was found to terminate in a little burrow not large enough to admit a rabbit, much less a creature of the white wolf’s size. There were none of the tufts of white hair which had hitherto been always found beside the bodies of the victims, nor did that peculiar rank odor which always indicates the presence of wild animals hang about the spot.


The superstitious Muscovites crossed themselves, and scrambled out of the hole with grotesque alacrity. The mysterious disappearance of the monster which had committed such frightful ravages had cast a chill over the hearts of the ignorant peasants, and, unheeding the shouts of their master, they left the forest, which seemed to be overcast with the gloom of some impending calamity.


“Forgive the ignorance of these boors, madam,” said Paul, when he found himself alone with the strange lady, “and permit me to escort you to my poor house, for you must have need of rest and refreshment, and—”


Here Paul checked himself abruptly, and a dark flush of embarrassment passed over his face.


“And,” said the lady, with the same faint smile, “and you are dying with curiosity to know how I suddenly made my appearance from a thicket in your forest. You say that you are the lord of Kostopchin, then you are Paul Sergevitch, and should surely know how the ruler of Holy Russia takes upon himself to interfere with the doings of his children?”


“You know me, then?” exclaimed Paul, in some surprise.


“Yes, I have lived in foreign lands, as you have, and have heard your name often. Did you not break the bank at Blankburg? Did you not carry off Isola Menuti, the dancer, from a host of competitors; and, as a last instance of my knowledge, shall I recall to your memory a certain morning, on a sandy shore, with two men facing each other pistol in hand, the one young, fair, and boyish-looking, hardly twenty-two years of age, the other—”


“Hush!” exclaimed Paul, hoarsely; “you evidently know me, but who in the fiend’s name are you?”


“Simply a woman who once moved in society and read the papers, and who is now a hunted fugitive.”


“A fugitive!” returned Paul, hotly; “who dare to persecute you?”


The lady moved a little closer to him, and then whispered in his ear—


“The police!”


“The police!” repeated Paul, stepping back a pace or two. “The police!”


“Yes, Paul Sergevitch, the police,” returned the lady, “that body at the mention of which it is said the very Emperor trembles as he sits in his gilded chambers in the Winter Palace. Yes, I have had the imprudence to speak my mind too freely, and well, you know what women have to dread who fall into the hands of the police in Holy Russia. To avoid such infamous degradations I fled, accompanied by a faithful domestic. I fled in hopes of gaining the frontier, but a few versts from here a body of mounted police rode up. My poor old servant had the imprudence to resist, and was shot dead. Half wild with terror I fled into the forest, and wandered about until I heard the noise your serfs made in beating the woods. I thought it was the police, who had organized a search for me, and I crept into the thicket for the purpose of concealment. The rest you know. And now, Paul Sergevitch, tell me whether you dare give shelter to a proscribed fugitive such as I am?”


“Madam,” returned Paul, gazing into the clear-cut features before him, glowing with the animation of the recital, “Kostopchin is ever open to misfortune — and beauty,” added he, with a bow.


“Ah!” cried the lady, with a laugh in which there was something sinister; “I expect that misfortune would knock at your door for a long time, if it was unaccompanied by beauty. However, I thank you, and will accept your hospitality, but if evil come upon you, remember that I am not to be blamed.”


“You will be safe enough at Kostopchin,” returned Paul. “The police won’t trouble their heads about me; they know that since the Emperor drove me to lead this hideous existence politics have no charm for me, and that the brandy bottle is the only charm of my existence.”


“Dear me,” answered the lady, eyeing him uneasily, “a morbid drunkard, are you? Well, as I am half perished with cold, suppose you take me to Kostopchin; you will be conferring a favor on me, and will get back all the sooner to your favorite brandy.”


She placed her hand upon Paul’s arm as she spoke, and mechanically he led the way to the great solitary white house. The few servants betrayed no astonishment at the appearance of the lady, for some of the serfs on their way back to the village had spread the report of the sudden appearance of the mysterious stranger; besides, they were not accustomed to question the acts of their somewhat arbitrary master.


Alexis and Katrina had gone to bed, and Paul and his guest sat down to a hastily improvised meal.


“I am no great eater,” remarked the lady, as she played with the food before her; and Paul noticed with surprise that scarcely a morsel passed her lips, though she more than once filled and emptied a goblet of the champagne which had been opened in honor of her arrival.


“So it seems,” remarked he; “and I do not wonder, for the food in this benighted hole is not what either you or I have been accustomed to.”


“Oh, it does well enough,” returned the lady, carelessly. “And now, if you have such a thing as a woman in the establishment, you can let her show me to my room, for I am nearly dead for want of sleep.”


Paul struck a hand-bell that stood on the table beside him, and the stranger rose from her seat, and with a brief “Good night,” was moving towards the door, when the old man Michal suddenly made his appearance on the threshold. The aged intendant started backwards as though to avoid a heavy blow, and his fingers at once sought for the crucifix which he wore suspended round his neck, and on whose protection he relied to shield him from the powers of darkness. “Blessed Virgin!” he exclaimed. “Holy Saint Radislas protect me, where have I seen her before?”


The lady took no notice of the old man’s evident terror, but passed away down the echoing corridor.


The old man now timidly approached his master, who, after swallowing a glass of brandy, had drawn his chair up to the stove, and was gazing moodily at its polished surface. “My lord,” said Michal, venturing to touch his master’s shoulder, “is that the lady that you found in the forest?”  “Yes,” returned Paul, a smile breaking out over his face. “she is very beautiful, is she not?”


“Beautiful!” repeated Michal, crossing himself, “she may have beauty, but it is that of a demon. Where have I seen her before?-where have I seen those shining teeth and those cold eyes? She is not like anyone here and I have never been ten versts from Kostopchin in my life. I am utterly bewildered. Ah, I have it, the dying herdsman — save the mark! Gospodin, have a care. I tell you that the strange lady is the image of the white wolf.”


“You old fool,” returned his master, savagely, “let me ever hear you repeat such nonsense again, and I will have you skinned alive. The lady is highborn, and of good family, beware how you insult her. Nay, I give you further commands: see that during her sojourn here she is treated with the utmost respect. And communicate this to all the servants. Mind, no more tales about the vision that your addled brain conjured up of wolves in the marsh, and above all do not let me hear that you have been alarming my dear little Katrina with your senseless babble.”


The old man bowed humbly, and, after a short pause, remarked “The lad that was injured at the hunt today is dead, my lord.”


“Oh, dead is he, poor wretch!” returned Paul, to whom the death of a serf lad was not a matter of overweening importance. “But look here, Michal, remember that if any inquiries are made about the lady, that no one knows anything about her; that, in fact, no one has seen her at all.”


“Your lordship shall be obeyed,” answered the old man, and then, seeing that his master had relapsed into his former moody reverie, he left the room, crossing himself at every step he took.


Late into the night Paul sat up thinking over the occurrences of the day. He had told Michal that his guest was of noble family, but in reality he knew nothing more of her than she had condescended to tell him.


“Why, I don’t even know her name,” muttered he; “and yet somehow or other it seems as if a new feature of my life was opening before me. However, I have made one step in advance by getting her here, and if she talks about leaving, why all that I have to do is threaten her with the police.”


After his usual custom he smoked cigarette after cigarette, and poured out copious tumblers of brandy. The attendant serf replenished the stove from a small den which opened into the corridor, and after a time Paul slumbered heavily in his armchair. He was aroused by a light touch upon his shoulder, and, starting up, saw the stranger of the forest standing by his side.


“This is indeed kind of you,” said she, with her usual mocking smile. “You felt that I should be strange here, and you got up early to see to the horses, or can it really be, those ends of cigarettes, that empty bottle of brandy? Paul Sergevitch, you have not been to bed at all.”


Paul muttered a few indistinct words in reply, and then, ringing the bell furiously, ordered the servant to clear away the débris of last night’s orgy, and lay the table for breakfast; then, with a hasty apology, he left the room to make a fresh toilet, and in about half an hour returned with his appearance sensibly improved by his ablutions and change of dress.


“I dare say,” remarked the lady, as they were seated at the morning meal, for which she manifested the same indifference that she had for the dinner of the previous evening, “that you would like to know my name and who I am. Well, I don’t mind telling you my name. It is Ravina, but as to my family and who I am, it will perhaps be best for you to remain in ignorance. A matter of policy, my dear Paul Sergevitch, a mere matter of policy, you see. I leave you to judge from my manners and appearance whether I am of sufficiently good form to be invited to the honor of your table—”


“None more worthy,” broke in Paul, whose bemuddled brain was fast succumbing to the charms of his guest; “and surely that is a question upon which I may be deemed a competent judge.”


“I do not know about that,” returned Ravina, “for from all accounts the company that you used was not of the most select character.”


“No, but hear me,” began Paul, seizing her hand and endeavoring to carry it to his lips. But as he did so an unpleasant chill passed over him, for these slender fingers were icy cold.


“Do not be foolish,” said Ravina, drawing away her hand, after she had permitted it to rest for an instant in Paul’s grasp; “do you not hear someone coming?”


As she spoke the sound of tiny pattering feet was heard in the corridor, then the door was flung violently open, and with a shrill cry of delight, Katrina rushed into the room, followed more slowly by her brother Alexis.


“And are these your children?” asked Ravina, as Paul took up the little girl and placed her fondly upon his knee, whilst the boy stood a few paces from the door gazing with eyes of wonder upon the strange woman for whose appearance he was utterly unable to account. “Come here, my little man,” continued she; “I suppose that you are the heir of Kostopchin, though you do not resemble your father much.”


“He takes after his mother, I think,” returned Paul, carelessly; “and how has my darling Katrina been?” he added, addressing his daughter.


“Quite well, papa dear,” answered the child, “but where is the fine white wolf-skin that you promised me?”  “Your father did not find her,” answered Ravina, with a little laugh; “the white wolf was not so easy to catch as he fancied.”


Alexis had moved a few steps nearer to the lady, and was listening with grave attention to every word she uttered. “Are white wolves so difficult to kill, then?” asked he. “It seems so, my little man,” returned the lady, “since your father and all the serfs of Kostopchin were unable to do so,” answered Ravina.


“I have got a pistol, that good old Michal has taught me to fire, and I am sure I could kill her if ever I got a sight of her,” observed Alexis, boldly.


“There is a brave boy,” returned Ravina, with one of her shrill laughs; “and now, won’t you come and sit on my knee, for I am very fond of little boys?”


“No, I don’t like you,” answered Alexis, after a moment’s consideration, “for Michal says—”


“Go to your room, you insolent young brat,” broke in his father, in a voice of thunder. “You spend so much of your time with Michal and the serfs that you have learned all their boorish habits.”


Two tiny tears rolled down the boy’s cheeks as in obedience to his father’s orders he turned about and quitted the room, whilst Ravina darted a strange look of dislike after him. As soon, however, as the door had closed, the fair woman addressed Katrina.


“Well, perhaps you will not be so unkind to me as your brother,” said she. “Come to me,” and as she spoke she held out her arms.


The little girl came to her without hesitation, and began to smooth the silken tresses which were coiled and wreathed around Ravina’s head.


“Pretty, pretty,” she murmured, “beautiful lady.”


“You see, Paul Sergevitch, that your little daughter has taken to me at once,” remarked Ravina.


“She takes after her father, who was always noted for his good taste,” returned Paul, with a bow; “but take care, madam, or the little puss will have your necklace off.”


The child had indeed succeeded in unclasping the glittering ornament, and was now inspecting it in high glee.


“That is a curious ornament,” said Paul, stepping up to the child and taking the circlet from her hand.


It was indeed a quaintly-fashioned ornament, consisting as it did of a number of what were apparently curved pieces of sharp-pointed horn set in gold, and depending from a snake of the same precious metal.


“Why, these are claws,” continued he, as he looked at them more carefully.


“Yes, wolves’ claws,” answered Ravina, taking the necklet from the child and re-clasping it round her neck. “It is a family relic which I have always worn.”


Katrina at first seemed inclined to cry at her new plaything being taken from her, but by caresses and endearments Ravina soon contrived to lull her once more into a good temper.


“My daughter has certainly taken to you in a most wonderful manner,” remarked Paul, with a pleased smile. “You have quite obtained possession of her heart.”


“Not yet, whatever I may do later on,” answered the woman, with her strange cold smile, as she pressed the child closer towards her and shot a glance at Paul which made him quiver with an emotion that he had never felt before. Presently, however, the child grew tired of her new acquaintance, and sliding down from her knee, crept from the room in search of her brother Alexis.


Paul and Ravina remained silent for a few instants, and then the woman broke the silence.


“All that remains for me now, Paul Sergevitch, is to trespass on your hospitality, and to ask you to lend me some disguise, and assist me to gain the nearest post town, which, I think, is Vitroski.”


“And why should you wish to leave this at all,” demanded Paul, a deep flush rising to his cheek. “You are perfectly safe in my house, and if you attempt to pursue your journey there is every chance of your being recognized and captured.”


“Why do I wish to leave this house?” answered Ravina, rising to her feet and casting a look of surprise upon her interrogator. “Can you ask such a question? How is it possible for me to remain here?”


“It is perfectly impossible for you to leave, of that I am quite certain,” answered the man, doggedly. “All I know is, that if you leave Kostopchin, you will inevitably fall into the hands of the police.”


“And Paul Sergevitch will tell them where they can find me?” questioned Ravina, with an ironical inflection in the tone of her voice.


“I never said so,” returned Paul.


“Perhaps not,” answered the woman, quickly, “but I am not slow in reading thoughts, they are sometimes plainer to read than words. You are saying to yourself, ‘Kostopchin is but a dull hole after all; chance has thrown into my hands a woman whose beauty pleases me; she is utterly friendless and is in fear of the pursuits of the police; why should I not bend her to my will?’ That is what you have been thinking, is it not so, Paul Sergevitch ?”


“I never thought, that is—” stammered the man.


“No, you never thought that I could read you so plainly,” pursued the woman, pitilessly, “but it is the truth that I have told you, and sooner than remain an inmate of your house, I would leave it, even if all the police of Russia stood ready to arrest me on its very threshold.”


“Stay, Ravina,” exclaimed Paul, as the woman made a step towards the door, “I do not say whether your reading of my thoughts is right or wrong, but before you leave, listen to me. I do not speak to you in the usual strain of a pleading lover, you, who know my past, would laugh at me should I do so; but I tell you plainly that from the first moment that I set eyes upon you, a strange new feeling has risen up in my heart, not the cold thing that society calls love, but a burning resistless flood which flows down like molten lava from the volcano’s crater. Stay, Ravina, stay, I implore you, for if you go from here you will take my heart with you.”


“You may be speaking more truthfully than you think,” returned the fair woman, as, turning back, she came close up to Paul, and placing both her hands upon his shoulders, shot a glance of lurid fire from her eyes. “Still, you have but given me a selfish reason for my staying, only your own self-gratification. Give me one that more nearly affects myself.”


Ravina’s touch sent a tremor through Paul’s whole frame which caused every nerve and sinew to vibrate. Gaze as boldly as he might into those steel-blue eyes, he could not sustain their intensity.


“Be my wife, Ravina,” faltered he. “Be my wife. You are safe enough from all pursuit here, and if that does not suit you I can easily convert my estate into a large sum of money, and we can fly to other lands, where you can have nothing to fear from the Russian police.”


“And does Paul Sergevitch actually mean to offer his hand to a woman whose name he does not even know, and of whose feelings towards him he is entirely ignorant,” asked the woman, with her customary mocking laugh.


“What do I care for name or birth,” returned he, hotly. “I have enough for both, and as for love, my passion would soon kindle some sparks of it in your breast, cold and frozen as it may now be.”


“Let me think a little,” said Ravina, and throwing herself into an armchair she buried her face in her hands and seemed plunged in deep reflection, whilst Paul paced impatiently up and down the room like a prisoner awaiting the verdict that would restore him to life or doom him to a shameful death.


At length Ravina removed her hands from her face and spoke.


“Listen,” said she, “I have thought over your proposal seriously, and upon certain conditions, I will consent to become your wife.”


“They are granted in advance,” broke in Paul, eagerly. “Make no bargains blindfold,” answered she, “but listen. At the present moment I have no inclination for you, but on the other hand I feel no repugnance for you. I will remain here for a month, and during that time I shall remain in a suite of apartments which you will have prepared for me. Every evening I will visit you here, and upon your making yourself agreeable my ultimate decision will depend.”


“And suppose that decision should be an unfavorable one?” asked Paul.


“Then,” answered Ravina, with a ringing laugh, “I shall, as you say, leave this and take your heart with me.”


“These are hard conditions,” remarked Paul. “Why not shorten the time of probation?”


“My conditions are unalterable,” answered Ravina, with a little stamp of the foot. “Do you agree to them or not?”


“I have no alternative,” answered he, sullenly; “but remember that I am to see you every evening.”  “For two hours,” said the woman, “so you must try and make yourself as agreeable as you can in that time; and now, if you will give orders regarding my rooms, I will settle myself in them with as little delay as possible.”


Paul obeyed her, and in a couple of hours three handsome chambers were got ready for their fair occupant in a distant part of the great rambling house.





— III —

 THE AWAKENING OF THE WOLF.


The days slipped slowing and wearily away, but Ravina showed no signs of relenting. Every evening, according to her bond, she spent two hours with Paul and made herself most agreeable, listening to his far-fetched compliments and asseverations of love and tenderness either with a cold smile or with one of her mocking laughs. She refused to allow Paul to visit her in her own apartments, and the only intruder she permitted there, save the servants, was little Katrina, who had taken a strange fancy to the fair woman. Alexis, on the contrary, avoided her as much as he possibly could, and the pair hardly ever met. Paul, to while away the time, wandered about the farm and the village, the inhabitants of which had recovered from their panic as the white wolf appeared to have entirely desisted from her murderous attacks upon belated peasants. The shades of evening had closed in as Paul was one day returning from his customary round, rejoiced with the idea that the hour for Ravina’s visit was drawing near, when he was startled by a gentle touch upon the shoulder, and turning round, saw the old man Michal standing just behind him. The intendant’s face was perfectly livid, his eyes gleamed with the luster of terror, and his fingers kept convulsively clasping and unclasping.


“My lord,” exclaimed he, in faltering accents; “Oh, my lord, listen to me, for I have terrible news to narrate to you.”  “What is the matter?” asked Paul, more impressed than he would have liked to confess by the old man’s evident terror. “The wolf, the white wolf. I have seen it again,” whispered Michal.


“You are dreaming,” retorted his master, angrily. “You have got the creature on the brain, and have mistaken a white calf or one of the dogs for it.”


“I am not mistaken,” answered the old man, firmly. “And oh, my lord, do not go into the house, for she is there.”


“She — who — what do you mean?” cried Paul.


“The white wolf, my lord. I saw her go in. You know the strange lady’s apartments are on the ground floor on the west side of the house. I saw the monster cantering across the lawn, and, as if it knew its way perfectly well, make for the center window of the reception room; it yielded to a touch of the forepaw and the beast sprang through. Oh, my lord, do not go in, I tell you that it will never harm the strange woman. Ah! let me”


But Paul cast off the detaining arm with a force that made the old man reel and fall, and then, catching up an axe, dashed into the house, calling upon the servants to follow him to the strange lady’s rooms. He tried the handle but the door was securely fastened, and then, in all the frenzy of terror, he attacked the panels with heavy blows of his axe. For a few seconds no sound was heard save the ring of metal and the shivering of panels, but then the clear tones of Ravina were heard asking the reason for this outrageous disturbance.


“The wolf, the white wolf,” shouted half a dozen voices. “Stand back and I will open the door,” answered the fair woman. “You must be mad, for there is no wolf here.”


The door flew open and the crowd rushed tumultuously in; every nook and corner was searched, but no signs of the intruder could be discovered, and with many shame-faced glances Paul and his servants were about to return, when the voice of Ravina arrested their steps.


“Paul Sergevitch,” said she, coldly. “Explain the meaning of this daring intrusion on my privacy.”


She looked very beautiful as she stood before them; her right arm extended and her bosom heaved violently, but this was doubtless caused by her anger at the unlooked-for invasion.


Paul briefly repeated what he had heard from the old serf, and Ravina’s scorn was intense.


“And so,” cried she, fiercely, “it is to the crotchets of this old dotard that I am indebted for this. Paul, if you ever hope to succeed in winning me, forbid that man ever to enter the house again.”


Paul would have sacrificed all his serfs for a whim of the haughty beauty, and Michal was deprived of the office of intendant and exiled to a cabin in the village, with orders never to show his face again near the house. The separation from the children almost broke the old man’s heart, but he ventured on no remonstrance and meekly obeyed the mandate which drove him away from all he loved and cherished.


Meanwhile, curious rumors began to be circulated regarding the strange proceedings of the lady who occupied the suite of apartments which had formerly belonged to the wife of the owner of Kostopchin. The servants declared that the food sent up, though hacked about and cut up, was never tasted, but that the raw meat in the larder was frequently missing. Strange sounds were often heard to issue from the rooms as the panic-stricken serfs hurried past the corridor upon which the doors opened, and dwellers in the house were frequently disturbed by the howlings of wolves, the footprints of which were distinctly visible the next morning, and, curiously enough, invariably in the gardens facing the west side of the house in which the lady dwelt. Little Alexis, who found no encouragement to sit with his father, was naturally thrown a great deal amongst the serfs, and heard the subject discussed with many exaggerations. Weird old tales of folklore were often narrated as the servants discussed their evening meal, and the boy’s hair would bristle as he listened to the wild and fanciful narratives of wolves, witches, and white ladies with which the superstitious serfs filled his ears. One of his most treasured possessions was an old brass-mounted cavalry pistol, a present from Michal; this he had learned to load, and by using both hands to the cumbrous weapon could contrive to fire it off, as many an ill-starred sparrow could attest. With his mind constantly dwelling upon the terrible tales he had so greedily listened to, this pistol became his daily companion, whether he was wandering about the long echoing corridors of the house or wandering through the neglected shrubberies of the garden. For a fortnight matters went on in this manner, Paul becoming more and more infatuated by the charms of his strange guest, and she every now and then letting drop occasional crumbs of hope which led the unhappy man further and further upon the dangerous course that he was pursuing. A mad, soul-absorbing passion for the fair woman and the deep draughts of brandy with which he consoled himself during her hours of absence were telling upon the brain of the master of Kostopchin, and except during the brief space of Ravina’s visit, he would relapse into moods of silent sullenness from which he would occasionally break out into furious bursts of passion for no assignable cause. A shadow seemed to be closing over the House of Kostopchin; it became the abode of grim whispers and undeveloped fears; the men and maidservants went about their work glancing nervously over their shoulders, as though they were apprehensive that some hideous thing was following at their heels.


After three days of exile, poor old Michal could endure the state of suspense regarding the safety of Alexis and Katrina no longer, and, casting aside his superstitious fears, he took to wandering by night about the exterior of the great white house, and peering curiously into such windows as had been left unshuttered. At first he was in continual dread of meeting the terrible white wolf; but his love for the children and his confidence in the crucifix he wore prevailed, and he continued his nocturnal wanderings about Kostopchin and its environs. He kept near the western front of the house, urged on to do so from some vague feeling which he could in no wise account for. One evening as he was making his accustomed tour of inspection, the wail of a child struck upon his ear. He bent down his head and eagerly listened; again he heard the same faint sounds, and in them he fancied he recognized the accents of his dear little Katrina. Hurrying up to one of the ground-floor windows, from which a dim light streamed, he pressed his face against the pane, and looked steadily in. A horrible sight presented itself to his gaze. By the faint light of a shaded lamp, he saw Katrina stretched upon the ground; but her wailing had now ceased, for a shawl had been tied across her little mouth. Over her was bending a hideous shape, which seemed to be clothed in some white and shaggy covering. Katrina lay perfectly motionless, and the hands of the figure were engaged in hastily removing the garments from the child’s breast. The task was soon effected; then there was a bright gleam of steel, and the head of the thing bent closely down to the child’s bosom.


With a yell of apprehension, the old man dashed in the window-frame, and, drawing the cross from his breast, sprang boldly into the room. The creature sprang to its feet, and the white fur cloak falling from its head and shoulders disclosed the pallid features of Ravina, a short, broad knife in her hand, and her lips discolored with blood.


“Vile sorceress!” cried Michal, dashing forward and raising Katrina in his arms. “What hellish work are you about?”


Ravina’s eyes gleamed fiercely upon the old man, who had interfered between her and her prey. She raised her dagger, and was about to spring in upon him, when she caught sight of the cross in his extended hand. With a low cry, she dropped the knife, and, staggering back a few paces, wailed out, “I could not help it; I liked the child well enough, but I was so hungry.”


Michal paid but little heed to her words, for he was busily engaged in examining the fainting child, whose head was resting helplessly on his shoulder. There was a wound over the left breast, from which the blood was flowing; but the injury appeared slight, and not likely to prove fatal. As soon as he had satisfied himself on this point, he turned to the woman, who was crouching before the cross as a wild beast shrinks before the whip of the tamer.


“I am going to remove the child,” said he, slowly. “Dare you to mention a word of what I have done or whither she has gone, and I will arouse the village. Do you know what will happen then? Why, every peasant in the place will hurry here with a lighted brand in his hand to consume this accursed house and the unnatural dwellers in it. Keep silence, and I leave you to your unhallowed work. I will no longer seek to preserve Paul Sergevitch, who has given himself over to the powers of darkness by taking a demon to his bosom.”


Ravina listened to him as if she scarcely comprehended him; but, as the old man retreated to the window with his helpless burden, she followed him step by step; and as he turned to cast one last glance at the shattered window, he saw the woman’s pale face and bloodstained lips glued against an unbroken pane, with a wild look of unsatiated appetite in her eyes.


Next morning the house of Kostopchin was filled with terror and surprise, for Katrina, the idol of her father’s heart, had disappeared, and no signs of her could be discovered. Every effort was made, the woods and fields in the neighborhood were thoroughly searched; but it was at last concluded that robbers had carried off the child for the sake of the ransom that they might be able to extract from the father. This seemed the more likely as one of the windows in the fair stranger’s room bore marks of violence, and she declared that, being alarmed by the sound of crashing glass, she had risen and confronted a man who was endeavoring to enter her apartment, but who, on perceiving her, turned and fled away with the utmost precipitation.


Paul Sergevitch did not display so much anxiety as might have been expected from him, considering the devotion which he had ever evinced for the lost Katrina, for his whole soul was wrapped up in one mad, absorbing passion for the fair woman who had so strangely crossed his life. He certainly directed the search, and gave all the necessary orders; but he did so in a listless and half-hearted manner, and hastened back to Kostopchin as speedily as he could, as though fearing to be absent for any length of time from the casket in which his new treasure was enshrined. Not so Alexis; he was almost frantic at the loss of his sister, and accompanied the searchers daily until his little legs grew weary, and he had to be carried on the shoulders of a sturdy moujik. His treasured brass-mounted pistol was now more than ever his constant companion; and when he met the fair woman who had cast a spell upon his father, his face would flush, and he would grind his teeth in impotent rage. The day upon which all search had ceased, Ravina glided into the room where she knew that she would find Paul awaiting her. She was fully an hour before her usual time, and the lord of Kostopchin started to his feet in surprise.


“You are surprised to see me,” said she; “but I have only come to pay you a visit for a few minutes. I am convinced that you love me, and could I but relieve a few of the objections that my heart continues to raise, I might be yours.”


“Tell me what these scruples are,” cried Paul, springing towards her, and seizing her hands in his; “and be sure that I will find means to overcome them.”


Even in the midst of all the glow and fervor of anticipated triumph, he could not avoid noticing how icily cold were the fingers that rested in his palm, and how utterly passionless was the pressure with which she slightly returned his enraptured clasp.


“Listen,” said she, as she withdrew her hand; “I will take two more hours for consideration. By that time the whole of the house of Kostopchin will be cradled in slumber, then meet me at the old sundial near the yew-tree at the bottom of the garden, and I will give you my reply. Nay, not a word,” she added, as he seemed about to remonstrate, “for I tell you that I think it will be a favorable one.”  “But why not come back here?” urged he; “there is a hard frost tonight, and—”


“Are you so cold a lover,” broke in Ravina, with her accustomed laugh, “to dread the changes of the weather ? But not another word; I have spoken.”


She glided from the room, but uttered a low cry of rage. She almost fell over Alexis in the corridor.


“Why is that brat not in his bed?” cried she, angrily; “he gave me quite a turn.”


“Go to your room, boy,” exclaimed his father, harshly, and with a malignant glance at his enemy, the child slunk away. Paul Sergevitch paced up and down the room for the two hours that he had to pass before the hour of meeting. His heart was very heavy, and a vague feeling of disquietude began to creep over him. Twenty times he made up his mind not to keep his appointment, and as often the fascinations of the fair woman compelled him to rescind his resolution. He remembered that he had from childhood disliked that spot by the yew tree, and had always looked upon it as a dreary, uncanny place; and he even now disliked the idea of finding himself here after dark, even with such fair companionship as he had been promised, Counting the minutes, he paced backwards and forwards, as though moved by some concealed machinery. Now and again he glanced at the clock, and at last its deep metallic sound, as it struck the quarter, warned him that he had but little time to lose, if he intended to keep his appointment. Throwing on a heavily-furred coat and pulling a traveling cap down over his ears, he opened a side door and sallied out into the grounds. The moon was at its full, and shone coldly down upon the leafless trees, which looked white and ghostlike in its beams. The paths and unkept lawns were now covered with hoar frost, and a keen wind every now and then swept by, which, in spite of his wraps, chilled Paul’s blood in his veins. The dark shape of the yew tree soon rose up before him, and in another moment he stood beside its dusky boughs. The old gray sundial stood only a few paces off, and by its side was standing a slender figure, wrapped in a white, fleecy-looking cloak was perfectly motionless, and again a terror of undefined dread passed through every nerve and muscle of Paul Sergevitch’s body.


“Ravina!” said he, in faltering accents. “Ravina!”


“Did you take me for a ghost?” answered the fair woman, with her shrill laugh; “no, no, I have not come to that yet. Well, Paul Sergevitch, I have come to give you my answer; are you anxious about it?”


“How can you ask me such a question?” returned he; “do you not know that my whole soul has been aglow with anticipations of what your reply might be. Do not keep me any longer in suspense. Is it yes, or no?”


“Paul Sergevitch,” answered the young woman, coming up to him and laying her hands upon his shoulders, and fixing her eyes upon his with that strange weird expression before which he always quailed; “do you really love me, Paul Sergevitch?” asked she.


“Love you!” repeated the lord of Kostopchin; “have I not told you a thousand times how much my whole soul flows out towards you, how I only live and breathe in your presence, and how death at your feet would be more welcome than life without you.”


“People often talk of death, and yet little know how near it is to them,” answered the fair lady, a grim smile appearing upon her face; “but say, do you give me your whole heart?”


“All I have is yours, Ravina,” returned Paul, “name, wealth, and the devoted love of a lifetime.”


“But your heart,” persisted she; “it is your heart that I want; tell me, Paul, that it is mine and mine only.”


“Yes, my heart is yours, dearest Ravina,” answered Paul, endeavoring to embrace the fair form in his impassioned grasp; but she glided from him, and then with a quick bound sprang upon him and glared in his face with a look that was absolutely appalling. Her eyes gleamed with a lurid fire, her lips were drawn back, showing her sharp, white teeth, whilst her breath came in sharp, quick gasps.


“I am hungry,” she murmured, “oh, so hungry; but now, Paul Sergevitch, your heart is mine.”


Her movement was so sudden and unexpected that he stumbled and fell heavily to the ground, the fair woman clinging to him and falling upon his breast. It was then that the full horror of his position came upon Paul Sergevitch, and he saw his fate clearly before him, but a terrible numbness prevented him from using his hands to free himself from the hideous embrace which was paralyzing all his muscles. The face that was glaring into his seemed to be undergoing some fearful change, and the features to be losing their semblance of humanity. With a sudden, quick movement, she tore open his garments, and in another moment she had perforated his left breast with a ghastly wound, and, plunging in her delicate hands, tore out his heart and bit at it ravenously. Intent upon her hideous banquet she heeded not the convulsive struggles which agitated the dying form of the lord of Kostopchin. She was too much occupied to notice a diminutive form approaching, sheltering itself behind every tree and bush until it had arrived within ten paces of the scene of the terrible tragedy. Then the moonbeams glistened upon the long shining barrel of a pistol, which a boy was leveling with both hands at the murderess. Then quick and sharp rang out the report, and with a wild shriek, in which there was something beast-like, Ravina leaped from the body of the dead man and staggered away to a thick clump of bushes some ten paces distant. The boy Alexis had heard the appointment that had been made, and dogged his father’s footsteps to the trysting-place. After firing the fatal shot his courage deserted him, and he fled backwards to the house, uttering loud shrieks for help. The startled servants were soon in the presence of their slaughtered master, but aid was of no avail, for the lord of Kostopchin had passed away. With fear and trembling the superstitious peasants searched the clump of bushes, and started back in horror as they perceived a huge white wolf, lying stark and dead, with a half devoured human heart clasped between its forepaws.


•   •   •   •   •


No signs of the fair lady, who had occupied the apartments in the western side of the house were ever again seen. She had passed away from Kostopchin like an ugly dream, and as the moujiks of the village sat around their stoves at night they whispered strange stories regarding the fair woman of the forest and the white wolf of Kostopchin. By order of the Czar a surtee was placed in charge of the estate of Kostopchin, and Alexis was ordered to be sent to a military school until he should be old enough to join the army. The meeting between the boy and his sister, whom the faithful Michal, when all danger was at an end, had produced from his hiding-place, was most affecting; but it was not until Katrina had been for some time resident at the house of a distant relative at Vitepsk, that she ceased to wake at night and cry out in terror as she again dreamed that she was in the clutches of the white wolf.
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The gudewife sits i’ the chimney-neuk,

An’ looks on the louping flame;

The rain fa’s chill, and the win’ ca’s shrill,

Ere the auld gudeman comes hame.





“Oh, why is your cheek sae wan, gudewife?

An’ why do ye glower on me?

Sae dour ye luik i’ the chimney-neuk,

Wi’ the red licht in your e’e!





“Yet this nicht should ye welcome me,

This ae nicht mair than a’,

For I hae scotched yon great gray wolf

That took our bairnies twa.





“’Twas a sair, sair strife for my very life,

As I warstled there my lane;

But I’1l hae her heart or e’er we part,

Gin ever we meet again.





“An’ ’twas ae sharp stroke o’ my bonny knife

That gar’d her hand awa’;

Fu’ fast she went out — owre the bent

Wi’outen her right fore-paw.





“Gae tak’ the foot o’ the drumlie brute,

And hang it upo’ the wa’;

An’ the next time that we meet, gudewife,

The tane of us shall fa’.”





He ’s flung his pouch on the gudewife’s lap,

I’ the firelicht shinin’ fair,

Yet naught they saw o’ the gray wolf’s paw,

For a bluidy hand lay there.





O hooly, hooly rose she up,

Wi’ the red licht in her e’e,

Till she stude but a span frae the auld gudeman

Whiles never a word spak’ she.





But she stripped the claiths frae her lang richt arm,

That were wrappit roan’ and roan’,

The first was white, an’ the last was red;

And the fresh bluid dreeped a-down.





She stretchit him out her lang right arm,

An’ cauld as the deid stude he.

The flames louped bricht i’ the gloamin’ licht—

There was nae hand there to see!
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Your Gods and my Gods — do you or I know which are the stronger?

 — Native Proverb.








East of Suez, some hold, the direct control of Providence ceases; Man being there handed over to the power of the Gods and Devils of Asia, and the Church of England Providence only exercising an occasional and modified supervision in the case of Englishmen.


This theory accounts for some of the more unnecessary horrors of life in India: it may be stretched to explain my story.


My friend Strickland of the Police, who knows as much of natives of India as is good for any man, can bear witness to the facts of the case. Dumoise, our doctor, also saw what Strickland and I saw. The inference which he drew from the evidence was entirely incorrect. He is dead now; he died, in a rather curious manner, which has been elsewhere described.


When Fleete came to India he owned a little money and some land in the Himalayas, near a place called Dharmsala. Both properties had been left him by an uncle, and he came out to finance them. He was a big, heavy, genial, and inoffensive man. His knowledge of natives was, of course, limited, and he complained of the difficulties of the language.


He rode in from his place in the hills to spend New Year in the station, and he stayed with Strickland. On New Year’s Eve there was a big dinner at the club, and the night was excusably wet. When men foregather from the uttermost ends of the Empire, they have a right to be riotous. The Frontier had sent down a contingent ‘Catch-’em-Alive-O’s’ who had not seen twenty white faces for a year, and were used to ride fifteen miles to dinner at the next Fort at the risk of a Khyberee bullet where their drinks should lie. They profited by their new security, for they tried to play pool with a curled-up hedgehog found in the garden, and one of them carried the marker round the room in his teeth. Half a dozen planters had come in from the south and were talking “horse” to the Biggest Liar in Asia, who was trying to cap all their stories at once. Everybody was there, and there was a general closing up of ranks and taking stock of our losses in dead or disabled that had fallen during the past year. It was a very wet night, and I remember that we sang “Auld Lang Syne” with our feet in the Polo Championship Cup, and our heads among the stars, and swore that we were all dear friends. Then some of us went away and annexed Burma, and some tried to open up the Soudan and were opened up by Fuzzies in that cruel scrub outside Suakim, and some found stars and medals, and some were married, which was bad, and some did other things which were worse, and the others of us stayed in our chains and strove to make money on insufficient experiences.


Fleete began the night with sherry and bitters, drank champagne steadily up to dessert, then raw, rasping Capri with all the strength of whiskey, took Benedictine with his coffee, four or five whiskey and sodas to improve his pool strokes, beer and bones at half-past two, winding up with old brandy. Consequently, when he came out, at half-past three in the morning, into fourteen degrees of frost, he was very angry with his horse for coughing, and tried to leapfrog into the saddle. The horse broke away and went to his stables; so Strickland and I formed a Guard of Dishonor to take Fleete home.


Our road lay through the bazaar, close to a little temple of Hanuman, the Monkey-god, who is a leading divinity worthy of respect. All gods have good points, just as have all priests. Personally, I attach much importance to Hanuman, and am kind to his people — the great gray apes of the hills. One never knows when one may want a friend.


There was a light in the temple, and as we passed, we could hear voices of men chanting hymns. In a native temple, the priests rise at all hours of the night to do honor to their god. Before we could stop him, Fleete dashed up the steps, patted two priests on the back, and was gravely grinding the ashes of his cigar-butt into the forehead of the red stone image of Hanuman. Strickland tried to drag him out, but he sat down and said solemnly:


“Shee that? ‘Mark of the B-beasht!’ I made it. Ishn’t it fine?”


In half a minute the temple was alive and noisy, and Strickland, who knew what came of polluting gods, said that things might occur. He, by virtue of his official position, long residence in the country, and weakness for going among the natives, was known to the priests and he felt unhappy. Fleete sat on the ground and refused to move. He said that “good old Hanuman” made a very soft pillow.


Then, without any warning, a Silver Man came out of a recess behind the image of the god. He was perfectly naked in that bitter, bitter cold, and his body shone like frosted silver, for he was what the Bible calls “a leper as white as snow.” Also he had no face, because he was a leper of some years’ standing and his disease was heavy upon him. We two stooped to haul Fleete up, and the temple was filling and filling with folk who seemed to spring from the earth, when the Silver Man ran in under our arms, making a noise exactly like the mewing of an otter, caught Fleete round the body and dropped his head on Fleete’s breast before we could wrench him away. Then he retired to a corner and sat mewing while the crowd blocked all the doors.


The priests were very angry until the Silver Man touched Fleete. That nuzzling seemed to sober them.


At the end of a few minutes’ silence one of the priests came to Strickland and said, in perfect English, “Take your friend away. He has done with Hanuman, but Hanurnan has not done with him.” The crowd gave room and we carried Fleete into the road.


Strickland was very angry. He said that we might all three have been knifed, and that Fleete should thank his stars that he had escaped without injury.


Fleete thanked no one. He said that he wanted to go to bed. He was gorgeously drunk.


We moved on, Strickland silent and wrathful, until Fleete was taken with violent shivering fits and sweating. He said that the smells of the bazaar were overpowering, and he wondered why slaughter-houses were permitted so near English residences. “Can’t you smell the blood?” said Fleete.


We put him to bed at last, just as the dawn was breaking, and Strickland invited me to have another whiskey and soda. While we were drinking he talked of the trouble in the temple, and admitted that it baffled him completely. Strickland hates being mystified by natives, because his business in life is to overmatch them with their own weapons. He has not yet succeeded in doing this, but in fifteen or twenty years he will have made some small progress.


“They should have mauled us,” he said, “instead of mewing at us. I wonder what they meant. I don’t like it one little bit.”


I said that the Managing Committee of the temple would in all probability bring a criminal action against us for insulting their religion. There was a section of the Indian Penal Code which exactly met Fleete’s offense. Strickland said he only hoped and prayed that they would do this. Before I left I looked into Fleete’s room, and saw him lying on his right side, scratching his left breast. Then. I went to bed cold, depressed, and unhappy, at seven o’clock in the morning.


At one o’clock I rode over to Strickland’s house to inquire after Fleete’s head. I imagined that it would be a sore one. Fleete was breakfasting and seemed unwell. His temper was gone, for he was abusing the cook for not supplying him with an underdone chop. A man who can eat raw meat after a wet night is a curiosity. I told Fleete this and he laughed.


“You breed queer mosquitoes in these parts,” he said. “I’ve been bitten to pieces, but only in one place.”


“Let’s have a look at the bite,” said Strickland. “It may have gone down since this morning.”


While the chops were being cooked, Fleete opened his shirt and showed us, just over his left breast, a mark, the perfect double of the black rosettes — the five or six irregular blotches arranged in a circle — on a leopard’s hide. Strickland looked and said, “It was only pink this morning. It’s grown black now.”


Fleete ran to a glass.


“By Jove!” he said, “this is nasty. What is it?”


We could not answer. Here the chops came in, all red and juicy, and Fleete bolted three in a most offensive manner. He ate on his right grinders only, and threw his head over his right shoulder as he snapped the meat. When he had finished, it struck him that he had been behaving strangely, for he said apologetically, “I don’t think I ever felt so hungry in my life. I’ve bolted like an ostrich.”


After breakfast Strickland said to me, “Don’t go. Stay here, and stay for the night.”


Seeing that my house was not three miles from Strickland’s, this request was absurd. But Strickland insisted, and was going to say something when Fleete interrupted by declaring in a shamefaced way that he felt hungry again. Strickland sent a man to my house to fetch over my bedding and a horse, and we three went down to Strickland’s stables to pass the hours until it was time to go out for a ride. The man who has a weakness for horses never wearies of inspecting them; and when two men are killing time in this way they gather knowledge and lies the one from the other.


There were five horses in the stables, and I shall never forget the scene as we tried to look them over. They seemed to have gone mad. They reared and screamed and nearly tore up their pickets; they sweated and shivered and lathered and were distraught with fear. Strickland’s horses used to know him as well as his dogs; which made the matter more curious. We left the stable for fear of the brutes throwing themselves in their panic. Then Strickland turned back and called me. The horses were still frightened, but they let us “gentle” and make much of them, and put their heads in our bosoms.


“They aren’t afraid of US,” said Strickland. “D’you know, I’d give three months’ pay if OUTRAGE here could talk.”


But Outrage was dumb, and could only cuddle up to his master and blow out his nostrils, as is the custom of horses when they wish to explain things but can’t. Fleete came up when we were in the stalls, and as soon as the horses saw him, their fright broke out afresh. It was all that we could do to escape from the place unkicked. Strickland said, “They don’t seem to love you, Fleete.”


“Nonsense,” said Fleete; “my mare will follow me like a dog.” He went to her; she was in a loose-box; but as he slipped the bars she plunged, knocked him down, and broke away into the garden. I laughed, but Strickland was not amused. He took his mustache in both fists and pulled at it till it nearly came out. Fleete, instead of going off to chase his property, yawned, saying that he felt sleepy. He went to the house to lie down, which was a foolish way of spending New Year’s Day.


Strickland sat with me in the stables and asked if I had noticed anything peculiar in Fleete’s manner. I said that he ate his food like a beast; but that this might have been the result of living alone in the hills out of the reach of society as refined and elevating as ours for instance. Strickland was not amused. I do not think that he listened to me, for his next sentence referred to the mark on Fleete’s breast, and I said that it might have been caused by blister-flies, or that it was possibly a birth-mark newly born and now visible for the first time. We both agreed that it was unpleasant to look at, and Strickland found occasion to say that I was a fool.


“I can’t tell you what I think now,” said he, “because you would call me a madman; but you must stay with me for the next few days, if you can. I want you to watch Fleete, but don’t tell me what you think till I have made up my mind.”


“But I am dining out tonight,” I said. “So am I,” said Strickland, “and so is Fleete. At least if he doesn’t change his mind.”


We walked about the garden smoking, but saying nothing — because we were friends, and talking spoils good tobacco — till our pipes were out. Then we went to wake up Fleete. He was wide awake and fidgeting about his room.


“I say, I want some more chops,” he said. “Can I get them?”


We laughed and said, “Go and change. The ponies will be round in a minute.”


“All right,” said Fleete. “I’ll go when I get the chops — underdone ones, mind.”


He seemed to be quite in earnest. It was four o’clock, and we had had breakfast at one; still, for a long time, he demanded those underdone chops. Then he changed into riding clothes and went out into the verandah. His pony — the mare had not been caught — would not let him come near. All three horses were unmanageable — mad with fear — and finally Fleete said that he would stay at home and get something to eat. Strickland and I rode out wondering. As we passed the temple of Hanuman, the Silver Man came out and mewed at us.


“He is not one of the regular priests of the temple,” said Strickland. “I think I should peculiarly like to lay my hands on him.”


There was no spring in our gallop on the racecourse that evening. The horses were stale, and moved as though they had been ridden out.


“The fright after breakfast has been too much for them,” said Strickland.


That was the only remark he made through the remainder of the ride. Once or twice I think he swore to himself; but that did not count.


We came back in the dark at seven o’clock, and saw that there were no lights in the bungalow. “Careless ruffians my servants are!” said Strickland.


My horse reared at something on the carriage drive, and Fleete stood up under its nose.


“What are you doing, grovelling about the garden?” said Strickland.


But both horses bolted and nearly threw us. We dismounted by the stables and returned to Fleete, who was on his hands and knees under the orange-bushes.


“What the devil’s wrong with you?” said Strickland.


“Nothing, nothing in the world,” said Fleete, speaking very quickly and thickly. “I’ve been gardening — botanizing, you know. The smell of the earth is delightful. I think I’m going for a walk — a long walk — all night.”


Then I saw that there was something excessively out of order somewhere, and I said to Strickland, “I am not dining out.”


“Bless you!” said Strickland. “Here, Fleete, get up. You’ll catch fever there. Come in to dinner and let’s have the lamps lit. We’ll all dine at home.”


Fleete stood up unwillingly, and said, “No lamps — no lamps. It’s much nicer here. Let’s dine outside and have some more chops — lots of ’em and underdone — bloody ones with gristle.”


Now a December evening in Northern India is bitterly cold, and Fleete’s suggestion was that of a maniac.


“Come in,” said Strickland sternly. “Come in at once.”


Fleete came, and when the lamps were brought, we saw that he was literally plastered with dirt from head to foot. He must have been rolling in the garden. He shrank from the light and went to his room. His eyes were horrible to look at. There was a green light behind them, not in them, if you understand, and the man’s lower lip hung down.


Strickland said, “There is going to be trouble — big trouble — tonight. Don’t you change your riding-things.”


We waited and waited for Fleete’s reappearance, and ordered dinner in the meantime. We could hear him moving about his own room, but there was no light there. Presently from the room came the long-drawn howl of a wolf.


People write and talk lightly of blood running cold and hair standing up and things of that kind. Both sensations are too horrible to be trifled with. My heart stopped as though a knife had been driven through it, and Strickland turned as white as the tablecloth.


The howl was repeated, and was answered by another howl far across the fields.


That set the gilded roof on the horror. Strickland dashed into Fleete’s room. I followed, and we saw Fleete getting out of the window. He made beast-noises in the back of his throat. He could not answer us when we shouted at him. He spat.


I don’t quite remember what followed, but I think that Strickland must have stunned him with the long boot-jack or else I should never have been able to sit on his chest. Fleete could not speak, he could only snarl, and his snarls were those of a wolf, not of a man. The human spirit must have been giving way all day and have died out with the twilight. We were dealing with a beast that had once been Fleete.


The affair was beyond any human and rational experience. I tried to say “Hydrophobia,” but the word wouldn’t come, because I knew that I was lying.


We bound this beast with leather thongs of the punkah-rope, and tied its thumbs and big toes together, and gagged it with a shoehorn, which makes a very efficient gag if you know how to arrange it. Then we carried it into the dining-room, and sent a man to Dumoise, the doctor, telling him to come over at once. After we had dispatched the messenger and were drawing breath, Strickland said, “It’s no good. This isn’t any doctor’s work.” I, also, knew that he spoke the truth.


The beast’s head was free, and it threw it about from side to side. Anyone entering the room would have believed that we were curing a wolf’s pelt. That was the most loathsome accessory of all.


Strickland sat with his chin in the heel of his fist, watching the beast as it wriggled on the ground, but saying nothing. The shirt had been torn open in the scuffle and showed the black rosette mark on the left breast. It stood out like a blister.


In the silence of the watching we heard something without mewing like a she-otter. We both rose to our feet, and, I answer for myself, not Strickland, felt sick — actually and physically sick. We told each other, as did the men in Pinafore, that it was the cat.


Dumoise arrived, and I never saw a little man so unprofessionally shocked. He said that it was a heart-rending case of hydrophobia, and that nothing could be done. At least any palliative measures would only prolong the agony. The beast was foaming at the mouth. Fleete, as we told Dumoise, had been bitten by dogs once or twice. Any man who keeps half a dozen terriers must expect a nip now and again. Dumoise could offer no help. He could only certify that Fleete was dying of hydrophobia. The beast was then howling, for it had managed to spit out the shoehorn. Dumoise said that he would be ready to certify to the cause of death, and that the end was certain. He was a good little man, and he offered to remain with us; but Strickland refused the kindness. He did not wish to poison Dumoise’s New Year. He would only ask him not to give the real cause of Fleete’s death to the public.


So Dumoise left, deeply agitated; and as soon as the noise of the cart-wheels had died away, Strickland told me, in a whisper, his suspicions. They were so wildly improbable that he dared not say them out aloud; and I, who entertained all Strickland’s beliefs, was so ashamed of owning to them that I pretended to disbelieve.


“Even if the Silver Man had bewtiched Fleete for polluting the image of Hanuman, the punishment could not have fallen so quickly.”


As I was whispering this the cry outside the house rose again, and the beast fell into a fresh paroxysm of struggling till we were afraid that the thongs that held it would give way.


“Watch!” said Strickland. “If this happens six times I shall take the law into my own hands. I order you to help me.”


He went into his room and came out in a few minutes with the barrels of an old shotgun, a piece of fishing-line, some thick cord, and his heavy wooden bedstead. I reported that the convulsions had followed the cry by two seconds in each case, and the beast seemed perceptibly weaker.


Strickland muttered, “But he can’t take away the life! He can’t take away the life!”


I said, though I knew that I was arguing against myself, “It may be a cat. It must be a cat. If the Silver Man is responsible, why does he dare to come here?”


Strickland arranged the wood on the hearth, put the gun-barrels into the glow of the fire, spread the twine on the table and broke a walking stick in two. There was one yard of fishing line, gut, lapped with wire, such as is used for mahseer-fishing, and he tied the two ends together in a loop.


Then he said, “How can we catch him? He must be taken alive and unhurt.”


I said that we must trust in Providence, and go out softly with polo-sticks into the shrubbery at the front of the house. The man or animal that made the cry was evidently moving round the house as regularly as a night-watchman. We could wait in the bushes till he came by and knock him over.


Strickland accepted this suggestion, and we slipped out from a bathroom window into the front verandah and then across the carriage drive into the bushes.


In the moonlight we could see the leper coming round the corner of the house. He was perfectly naked, and from time to time he mewed and stopped to dance with his shadow. It was an unattractive sight, and thinking of poor Fleete, brought to such degradation by so foul a creature, I put away all my doubts and resolved to help Strickland from the heated gun-barrels to the loop of twine — from the loins to the head and back again — with all tortures that might be needful.


The leper halted in the front porch for a moment and we jumped out on him with the sticks. He was wonderfully strong, and we were afraid that he might escape or be fatally injured before we caught him. We had an idea that lepers were frail creatures, but this proved to be incorrect. Strickland knocked his legs from under him and I put my foot on his neck. He mewed hideously, and even through my riding-boots I could feel that his flesh was not the flesh of a clean man.


He struck at us with his hand and feet-stumps. We looped the lash of a dog-whip round him, under the armpits, and dragged him backwards into the hall and so into the dining-room where the beast lay. There we tied him with trunk-straps. He made no attempt to escape, but mewed.


When we confronted him with the beast the scene was beyond description. The beast doubled backwards into a bow as though he had been poisoned with strychnine, and moaned in the most pitiable fashion. Several other things happened also, but they cannot be put down here.


“I think I was right,” said Strickland. “Now we will ask him to cure this case.”


But the leper only mewed. Strickland wrapped a towel round his hand and took the gun-barrels out of the fire. I put the half of the broken walking stick through the loop of fishing-line and buckled the leper comfortably to Strickland’s bedstead. I understood then how men and women and little children can endure to see a witch burnt alive; for the beast was moaning on the floor, and though the Silver Man had no face, you could see horrible feelings passing through the slab that took its place, exactly as waves of heat play across red-hot iron — gun-barrels for instance.


Strickland shaded his eyes with his hands for a moment and we got to work. This part is not to be printed.


The dawn was beginning to break when the leper spoke. His mewings had not been satisfactory up to that point. The beast had fainted from exhaustion and the house was very still. We unstrapped the leper and told him to take away the evil spirit. He crawled to the beast and laid his hand upon the left breast. That was all. Then he fell face down and whined, drawing in his breath as he did so.


We watched the face of the beast, and saw the soul of Fleete coming back into the eyes. Then a sweat broke out on the forehead and the eyes — they were human eyes — closed. We waited for an hour but Fleete still slept. We carried him to his room and bade the leper go, giving him the bedstead, and the sheet on the bedstead to cover his nakedness, the gloves and the towels with which we had touched him, and the whip that had been hooked round his body. He put the sheet about him and went out into the early morning without speaking or mewing.


Strickland wiped his face and sat down. A night-gong, far away in the city, made seven o’clock.


“Exactly four-and-twenty hours!” said Strickland. “And I’ve done enough to ensure my dismissal from the service, besides permanent quarters in a lunatic asylum. Do you believe that we are awake?”


The red-hot gun-barrel had fallen on the floor and was singeing the carpet. The smell was entirely real.


That morning at eleven we two together went to wake up Fleete. We looked and saw that the black leopard-rosette on his chest had disappeared. He was very drowsy and tired, but as soon as he saw us, he said, “Oh! Confound you fellows. Happy New Year to you. Never mix your liquors. I’m nearly dead.”


“Thanks for your kindness, but you’re over time,” said Strickland. “Today is the morning of the second. You’ve slept the clock round with a vengeance.”


The door opened, and little Dumoise put his head in. He had come on foot, and fancied that we were laving out Fleete.


“I’ve brought a nurse,” said Dumoise. “I suppose that she can come in for … what is necessary.”


“By all means,” said Fleete cheerily, sitting up in bed. “Bring on your nurses.”


Dumoise was dumb. Strickland led him out and explained that there must have been a mistake in the diagnosis. Dumoise remained dumb and left the house hastily. He considered that his professional reputation had been injured, and was inclined to make a personal matter of the recovery. Strickland went out too. When he came back, he said that he had been to call on the Temple of Hanuman to offer redress for the pollution of the god, and had been solemnly assured that no white man had ever touched the idol and that he was an incarnation of all the virtues laboring under a delusion.


“What do you think?” said Strickland.


I said, “‘There are more things…”


But Strickland hates that quotation. He says that I have worn it threadbare.


One other curious thing happened which frightened me as much as anything in all the night’s work. When Fleete was dressed he came into the dining-room and sniffed. He had a quaint trick of moving his nose when he sniffed. “Horrid doggy smell, here,” said he. “You should really keep those terriers of yours in better order. Try sulphur, Strick.”


But Strickland did not answer. He caught hold of the back of a chair, and, without warning, went into an amazing fit of hysterics. It is terrible to see a strong man overtaken with hysteria. Then it struck me that we had fought for Fleete’s soul with the Silver Man in that room, and had disgraced ourselves as Englishmen forever, and I laughed and gasped and gurgled just as shamefully as Strickland, while Fleete thought that we had both gone mad. We never told him what we had done.


Some years later, when Strickland had married and was a church-going member of society for his wife’s sake, we reviewed the incident dispassionately, and Strickland suggested that I should put it before the public.


I cannot myself see that this step is likely to clear up the mystery; because, in the first place, no one will believe a rather unpleasant story, and, in the second, it is well known to every right-minded man that the gods of the heathen are stone and brass, and any attempt to deal with them otherwise is justly condemned.





“The Pioneer”, 12 Jul. 1890
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Far above the level of the Lake of Constance, nestling in a little corner of the Tyrolese Alps, lies the quiet town of Feldkirch. It is remarkable for nothing save for the presence of a large and well-conducted Jesuit school and for the extreme beauty of its situation. There is no more lovely spot in the whole of the Vorarlberg. From the hills which rise behind the town, the great lake glimmers some fifteen miles off, like a broad sea of quicksilver. Down below in the plains the Rhine and the Danube prattle along, flowing swiftly and merrily, with none of the dignity which they assume as they grow from brooks into rivers. Five great countries or principalities — Switzerland, Austria, Baden, Wurtemburg, and Bavaria — are visible from the plateau of Feldkirch.


Feldkirch is the center of a large tract of hilly and pastoral country. The main road runs through the center of the town, and then on as far as Anspach, where it divides into two branches, one of which is larger than the other. This more important one runs through the valleys across Austrian Tyrol into Tyrol proper, going as far, I believe, as the capital of Innsbruck. The lesser road runs for eight or ten miles amid wild and rugged glens to the village of Laden, where it breaks up into a network of sheep-tracks. In this quiet spot, I, John Hudson, spent nearly two years of my life, from the June of ’65 to the March of ’67, and it was during that time that those events occurred which for some weeks brought the retired hamlet into an unholy prominence, and caused its name for the first, and probably for the last time, to be a familiar word to the European press. The short account of these incidents which appeared in the English papers was, however, inaccurate and misleading, besides which, the rapid advance of the Prussians, culminating in the battle of Sadowa, attracted public attention away from what might have moved it deeply in less troublous times. It seems to me that the facts may be detailed now, and be new to the great majority of readers, especially as I was myself intimately connected with the drama, and am in a position to give many particulars which have never before been made public.


And first a few words as to my own presence in this out of the way spot. When the great city firm of Sprynge, Wilkinson, and Spragge failed, and paid their creditors rather less than eighteen-pence in the pound, a number of humble individuals were ruined, including myself. There was, however, some legal objection which held out a chance of my being made an exception to the other creditors, and being paid in full. While the case was being brought out I was left with a very small sum for my subsistence.


I determined, therefore, to take up my residence abroad in the interim, since I could live more economically there, and be spared the mortification of meeting those who had known me in my more prosperous days. A friend of mine had described Laden to me some years before as being the most isolated place which he had ever come across in all his experience, and as isolation and cheap living are usually synonymous, I bethought use of his words. Besides, I was in a cynical humour with my fellow-man, and desired to see as little of him as possible for some time to come. Obeying, then, the guidances of poverty and of misanthropy, I made my way to Laden, where my arrival created the utmost excitement among the simple inhabitants. The manners and customs of the red-bearded Englander, his long walks, his check suit, and the reasons which had led him to abandon his fatherland, were all fruitful sources of gossip to the topers who frequented the Gruner Mann and the Schwartzer Bar — the two alehouses of the village.


I found myself very happy at Laden. The surroundings were magnificent, and twenty years of Brixton had sharpened my admiration for nature as an olive improves the flavor of wine. In my youth I had been a fair German scholar, and I found myself able, before I had been many months abroad, to converse even on scientific and abstruse subjects with the new curé of the parish.


This priest was a great godsend to me, for he was a most learned man and a brilliant conversationalist. Father Verhagen — for that was his name — though little more than forty years of age, had made his reputation as an author by a brilliant monograph upon the early Popes — a work which eminent critics have compared favorably with Von Ranke’s. I shrewdly suspect that it was owing to some rather unorthodox views advanced in this book that Verhagen was relegated to the obscurity of Laden. His opinions upon every subject were ultra-Liberal, and in his fiery youth he had been ready to vindicate them, as was proved by a deep scar across his chin, received from a dragoon’s saber in the abortive insurrection at Berlin. Altogether the man was an interesting one, and though he was by nature somewhat cold and reserved, we soon established an acquaintanceship.


The atmosphere of morality in Laden was a very rarefied one. The position of Intendant Wurms and his satellites had for many years been a sinecure. Non-attendance at church upon a Sunday or feast-day was about the deepest and darkest crime which the most advanced of the villagers had attained to. Occasionally some hulking Fritz or Andreas would come lurching home at ten o’clock at night, slightly under the influence of Bavarian beer, and might even abuse the wife of his bosom if she ventured to remonstrate, but such cases were rare, and when they occurred the Ladeners looked at the culprit for some time in a half admiring, half horrified manner, as one who had committed a gaudy sin and so asserted his individuality.


It was in this peaceful village that a series of crimes suddenly broke out which astonished all Europe, and for atrocity and for the mystery which surrounded them surpassed anything of which I have ever heard or read. I shall endeavor to give a succinct account of these events in the order of their sequence, in which I am much helped by the fact that it has been my custom all my life to keep a journal — to the pages of which I now refer.


It was, then, I find upon the 19th of May in the spring of 1866, that my old landlady, Frau Zimmer, rushed wildly into the room as I was sipping my morning cup of chocolate and informed me that a murder had been committed in the village. At first I could hardly believe the news, but as she persisted in her statement, and was evidently terribly frightened, I put on my hat and went out to find the truth. When I came into the main street of the village I saw several men hurrying along in front of me, and following them I came upon an excited group in front of the little stadthaus or town hall — a barn-like edifice which was used for all manner of public gatherings. They were collected round the body of one Maul, who had formerly been a steward upon one of the steamers running between Lindau and Fredericshaven, on the Lake of Constance. He was a harmless, inoffensive little man, generally popular in the village, and, as far as was known, without an enemy in the world. Maul lay upon his face, with his fingers dug into the earth, no doubt in his last convulsive struggles, and his hair all matted together with blood, which had streamed down over the collar of his coat. The body had been discovered nearly two hours, but no one appeared to know what to do or whither to convey it. My arrival, however, together with that of the curé, who came almost simultaneously, infused some vigor into the crowd. Under our direction the corpse was carried up the steps, and laid on the floor of the town hall, where, having made sure that life was extinct, we proceeded to examine the injuries, in conjunction with Lieutenant Wurms, of the police. Maul’s face was perfectly placid, showing that he had had no thought of danger until the fatal blow was struck. His watch and purse had not been taken. Upon washing the clotted blood from the back of his head a singular triangular wound was found, which had smashed the bone and penetrated deeply into the brain. It had evidently been inflicted by a heavy blow from a sharp-pointed pyramidal instrument. I believe that it was Father Verhagen, the curé, who suggested the probability of the weapon in question having been a short mattock or small pickaxe, such as are to be found in every Alpine cottage. The Intendant, with praiseworthy promptness, at once obtained one and striking a turnip, produced just such a curious gap as was to be seen in poor Maul’s head. We felt that we had come upon the first link of a chain which might guide us to the assassin. It was not long before we seemed to grasp the whole clue.


A sort of inquest was held upon the body that same afternoon, at which Pfiffor, the maire, presided, the curé, the Intendant, Freckler, of the post office, and myself forming ourselves into a sort of committee of investigation. Any villager who could throw a light upon the case or give an account of the movements of the murdered man upon the previous evening was invited to attend. There was a fair muster of witnesses, and we soon gathered a connected series of facts. At half-past eight o’clock Maul had entered the Gruner Mann public-house, and had called for a flagon of beer. At that time there were sitting in the taproom Waghorn, the butcher of the village, and an Italian pedlar named Cellini, who used to come three times a year to Laden with cheap jewelery and other wares. Immediately after his entrance the landlord had seated himself with his customers, and the four had spent the evening together, the common villagers not being admitted beyond the bar. It seemed from the evidence of the landlord and of Waghorn, both of whom were most respectable and trustworthy men, that shortly after nine o’clock a dispute arose between the deceased and the pedlar. Hot words had been exchanged, and the Italian had eventually left the room, saying that he would not stay any longer to hear his country decried. Maul remained for nearly an hour, and being somewhat elated at having caused his adversary’s retreat, he drank rather more than was usual with him. One witness had met him walking towards his home, about ten o’clock, and deposed to his having been slightly the worse for drink. Another had met him just a minute or so before he reached the spot in front of the stadthaus where the deed was done. This man’s evidence was most important. He swore confidently that while passing the town hall, and before meeting Maul, he had seen a figure standing in the shadow of the building, adding that the person appeared to him, as far as he could make him out, to be not unlike the Italian.


Up to this point we had then established two facts — that the Italian had left the Gruner Mann before Maul, with words of anger on his lips; the second, that some unknown individual had been seen lying in wait on the road which the ex-steward would have to traverse. A third, and most important, was reached when the woman with whom the Italian lodged deposed that he had not returned the night before until half-past ten, an unusually late hour for Laden. How had he employed the time, then, from shortly after nine, when he left the public-house, until half-past ten, when he returned to his rooms? Things were beginning to look very black, indeed, against the pedlar.


It could not be denied, however, that there were points in the man’s favor, and that the case against him consisted entirely of circumstantial evidence. In the first place, there was no sign of a mattock or any other instrument which could have been used for such a purpose among the Italian’s goods; nor was it easy to understand how he could come by any such a weapon, since he did not go home between the time of the quarrel and his final return. Again, as the curé pointed out, since Cellini was a comparative stranger in the village, it was very unlikely that he would know which road Maul would take in order to reach his home. This objection was weakened, however, by the evidence of the dead man’s servant, who deposed that the pedlar had been hawking his wares in front of their house the day before, and might very possibly have seen the owner at one of the windows. As to the prisoner himself, his attitude at first had been one of defiance, and even of amusement; but when he began to realize the weight of evidence against him, his manner became cringing, and he wrung his hands hideously, loudly proclaiming his innocence. His defense was that after leaving the inn, he had taken a long walk down the Anspach road in order to cool down his excitement, and that this was the cause of his late return. As to the murder of Maul, he knew no more about it than the babe unborn.


I have dwelt at some length upon the circumstances of this case, because there are events in connection with it which makes it peculiarly interesting. I intend now to fall back upon my diary, which was very fully kept during this period, and indeed during my whole residence abroad. It will save me trouble to quote from it, and it will be a teacher for the accuracy of facts.


•   •   •




May 20th –Nothing thought of and nothing talked of but the recent tragedy. A hunt has been made among the woods and along the brook in the hope of finding the weapon of the assassin. The more I think of it, the more convinced I am that Cellini is the man. The fact of the money being untouched proves that the crime was committed from motives of revenge, and who would bear more spite towards poor innocent Maul except the vindictive hot-blooded Italian whom he had just offended. I dined with Pfiffor in the evening, and he entirely agreed with me in my view of the case.


May 21st –Still no word as far as I can hear which throws any light upon the murder. Poor Maul was buried at twelve o’clock in the neat little village churchyard. The curé led the service with great feeling, and his audience, consisting of the whole population of the village, were much moved, interrupting him frequently by sobs and ejaculations of grief. After the painful ceremony was over I had a short walk with our good priest. His naturally excitable nature has been considerably stirred by recent events. His hand trembles and his face is pale.


“My friend,” said he, taking me by the hand as we walked together, “you know something of medicine.” (I had been two years at Guy’s). “I have been far from well of late.”


“It is this sad affair which has upset you,” I said.


“No,” he answered, “I have felt it coming on for some time, but it has been worse of late. I have a pain which shoots from here to there,” he put his hand to his temples. “If I were struck by lightning, the sudden shock it causes me could not be more great. At times when I close my eyes flashes of light dart before them, and my ears are forever ringing. Often I know not what I do. My fear is lest I faint sometime when performing the holy offices.”


“You are overworking yourself,” I said, “you must have rest and strengthening tonics. Are you writing just now? And how much do you do each day?”


“Eight hours,” he answered. “Sometimes ten, sometimes even twelve, when the pains in my head do not interrupt me.”


“You must reduce it to four,” I said authoritatively. “You must also take regular exercise. I shall send you some quinine which I have in my trunk, and you can take as much as would cover a gulden in a glass of milk every morning and night.”


He departed, vowing that he would follow my directions.


I hear from the maire that four policemen are to be sent from Anspach to remove Cellini to a safer jail.


May 22nd –To say that I was startled would give but a faint idea of my mental state. I am confounded, amazed, horrified beyond all expression. Another and a more dreadful crime has been committed during the night. Freckler has been found dead in his house — the very Freckler who had sat with me on the committee of investigation the day before. I write these notes after a long and anxious day’s work, during which I have been endeavoring to assist the officers of the law. The villagers are so paralyzed with fear at this fresh evidence of an assassin in their midst that there would be a general panic but for our exertions. It appears that Freckler, who was a man of peculiar habits, lived alone in an isolated dwelling. Some curiosity was aroused this morning by the fact that he had not gone to his work, and that there was no sign of movement about the house. A crowd assembled, and the doors were eventually forced open. The unfortunate Freckler was found in the bed-room upstairs, lying with his head in the fireplace. He had met his death by an exactly similar wound to that which had proved fatal to Maul, save that in this instance the injury was in front. His hands were clenched, and there was an indescribable look of horror, and, as it seemed to me, of surprise upon his features. There were marks of muddy footsteps upon the stairs, which must have been caused by the murderer in his ascent, as his victim had put on his slippers before retiring to his bed-room. These prints, however, were too much blurred to enable us to get a trustworthy outline of the foot. They were only to be found upon every third step, showing with what fiendish swiftness this human tiger had rushed upstairs in search of his victim. There was a considerable sum of money in the house, but not one farthing had been touched, nor had any of the drawers in the bed-room been opened.


As the dismal news became known the whole population of the village assembled in a great crowd in front of the house — rather, I think, from the gregariousness of terror than from mere curiosity. Every man looked with suspicion upon his neighbor. Most were silent, and when they spoke it was in whispers, as if they feared to raise their voices. None of these people were allowed to enter the house, and we, the more enlightened members of the community, made a strict examination of the premises. There was absolutely nothing, however, to give the slightest clue as to the assassin. Beyond the fact that he must be an active man, judging from the manner in which he ascended the stairs, we have gained nothing from this second tragedy. Intendant Wurms pointed out, indeed, that the dead man’s rigid right arm was stretched out as if in greeting, and that, therefore, it was probable that this late visitor was someone with whom Freckler was well acquainted. This, however, was, to a large extent, conjecture. If anything could have added to the horror created by the dreadful occurrence, it was the fact that the crime must have been committed at the early hour of half-past eight in the evening — that being the time registered by a small cuckoo clock, which had been carried away by Freckler in his fall.


No one, apparently, heard any suspicious sounds or saw anyone enter or leave the house. It was done rapidly, quietly, and completely, though many people must have been about at the time. Poor Pfiffor and our good curé are terribly cut up by the awful occurrence, and, indeed, I feel very much depressed myself now that all the excitement is over and the reaction set in. There are very few of the villagers about this evening, but from every side is heard the sound of hammering — the peasants fitting bolts and bars upon the doors and windows of their houses. Very many of them have been entirely unprovided with anything of the sort, nor were they ever required until now. Frau Zimmer has manufactured a huge fastening which would be ludicrous if we were in a humour for laughter.


I hear tonight that Cellini has been released, as, of course, there is no possible pretext for detaining him now; also that word has been sent to all the villages near for any police that can be spared.


My nerves have been so shaken that I remained awake the greater part of the night, reading Gordon’s translation of Tacitus by candlelight. I have got out my navy revolver and cleaned it, so as to be ready for all eventualities.


May 23rd –The police force has been recruited by three more men from Anspach and two from Thalstadt at the other side of the hills. Intendant Wurms has established an efficient system of patrols, so that we may consider ourselves reasonably safe. Today has cast no light upon the murders. The general opinion in the village seems to be that they have been done by some stranger who lies concealed among the woods. They argue that they have all known each other since childhood, and that there is no one of their number who would be capable of such actions. Some of the more daring of them have made a hunt among the pine forests today, but without success.


May 24th –Events crowd on apace. We seem hardly to have recovered from one horror when something else occurs to excite the popular imagination. Fortunately, this time it is not a fresh tragedy, although the news is serious enough.


The murderer has been seen, and that upon the public road, which proves that his thirst for blood has not been quenched yet, and also that our reinforcements of police are not enough to guarantee security. I have just come back from hearing Andreas Murch narrate his experience, though he is still in such a state of trepidation that his story is somewhat incoherent. He was belated among the hills, it seems, owing to mist. It was nearly eleven o’clock before he struck the main road about a couple of miles from the village. He confesses that he felt by no means comfortable at finding himself out so late after the recent occurrences. However, as the fog had cleared away and the moon was shining brightly, he trudged sturdily along. Just about a quarter of a mile from the village the road takes a very sharp bend. Andreas had got as far as this when he suddenly heard in the still night the sound of footsteps approaching rapidly round this curve. Overcome with fear, he threw himself into the ditch which skirts the road, and lay there motionless in the shadow, peering over the side. The steps came nearer and nearer, and than a tall dark figure came round the corner at a swinging pace, and passing the spot where the moon glimmered upon the white face of the frightened peasant, halted in the road about twenty yards further on, and began probing about among the reeds on the roadside with an instrument which Andreas Murch recognized with horror as being a long mattock. After searching about in this way for a minute or so, as if he suspected that someone was concealed there, for he must have heard the sound of the footsteps, he stood still leaning upon his weapon. Murch describes him as a tall, thin man, dressed in clothes of a darkish color. The lower part of his face was swathed in a wrapper of some sort, and the little which was visible appeared to be of a ghastly pallor. Murch could not see enough of his features to identify him, but thinks that it was no one whom he had ever seen in his life before. After standing for some little time, the man with the mattock had walked swiftly away into the darkness, in the direction in which he imagined the fugitive had gone. Andreas, as may be supposed, lost little time in getting safely into the village, where he alarmed the police. Three of them, armed with carbines, started down the road, but saw no signs of the miscreant. There is, of course, a possibility that Murch’s story is exaggerated and that his imagination has been sharpened by fear. Still, the whole incident cannot be trumped up, and this awful demon who haunts us is evidently still active.


There is an ill-conditioned fellow named Hiedler, who lives in a hut on the side of the Spiegelberg, and supports himself by chamois hunting and by acting as guide to the few tourists who find their way here. Popular suspicion has fastened on this man, for no better reason than that he is tall, thin, and known to be rough and brutal. His chalet has been searched today, but nothing of importance found. He has, however, been arrested and confined in the same room which Cellini used to occupy.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·



At this point there is a gap of a week in my diary, during which time there was an entire cessation of the constant alarms which have harassed us lately. Some explained it by supposing that the terrible unknown had moved on to some fresh and less guarded scene of operations. Others imagine that we have secured the right man in the shape of the vagabond Hiedler. Be the cause what it may, peace and contentment reign once more in the village, and a short seven days have sufficed to clear away the cloud of care from men’s brows, though the police are still on the alert. The season for rifle shooting is beginning, and as Laden has, like every other Tyrolese village, butts of its own, there is a continual pop, pop, all day. These peasants are dead shots up to about four hundred yards. No troops in the world could subdue them among their native mountains.


My friend Verhagen the curé, and Pfiffor the maire, used to go down in the afternoon to see the shooting with me. The former says that the quinine has done him much good and that his appetite is improved. We all agree that it is good policy to encourage the amusements of the people so that they may forget all about this wretched business. Vaghorn, the butcher, won the prize offered by the maire. He made five bulls, and what we should call a magpie out of six shots at 100 yards. This is English prize-medal form.


June 2nd – Who could have imagined that a day which opened so fairly could have so dark an ending? The early carrier brought me a letter by which I learned that Spragge and Co. have agreed to pay my claim in full, although it may be some months before the money is forthcoming. This will make a difference of nearly £400 a year to me — a matter of moment when a man is in his seven-and-fortieth year.


And now for the grand events of the hour. My interview with the vampire who haunts us, and his attempt upon Frau Bischoff, the landlady of the Gruner Mann — to say nothing of the narrow escape of our good cure. There seems to be something almost supernatural in the malignity of this unknown fiend, and the impunity with which he continues his murderous course. The real reason of it lies in the badly lit state of the place — or rather the entire absence of light — and also in the fact that thick woods stretch right down to the houses on every side, so that escape is made easy. In spite of this, however, he had two very narrow escapes tonight — one from my pistol, and one from the officers of the law. I shall not sleep much, so I may spend half an hour in jotting down these strange doings in my dairy. I am no coward, but life in Laden is becoming too much for my nerves. I believe the matter will end in the emigration of the whole population.


To come to my story, then. I felt lonely and depressed this evening, in spite of the good news of the morning. About nine o’clock, just as night began to fall, I determined to stroll over and call upon the curé, thinking that a little intellectual chat might cheer me up. I slipped my revolver into my pocket, therefore — a precaution which I never neglected — and went out, very much against the advice of good Frau Zimmer. I think I mentioned some months ago in my diary that the curé’s house is some little way out of the village upon the brow of a small hill. When I arrived there I found that he had gone out — which, indeed, I might have anticipated, for he had complained lately of restlessness at night, and I had recommended him to take a little exercise in the evening. His housekeeper made me very welcome, however, and having lit the lamp, left me in the study with some books to amuse me until her master’s return.


I suppose I must have sat for nearly half an hour glancing over an odd volume of Klopstock’s poems, when some sudden instinct caused me to raise my head and look up. I have been in some strange situations in my life, but never have I felt anything to be compared to the thrill which shot through me at that moment. The recollection of it now, hours after the event, makes me shudder. There, framed in one of the panes of the window, was a human face glaring in, from the darkness, into the lighted room — the face of a man so concealed by a cravat and slouch hat that the only impression I retain of it was a pair of wild-beast eyes and a nose which was whitened by being pressed against the glass. It did not need Andreas Murch’s description to tell me that at last I was face to face with the man with the mattock. There was murder in those wild eyes. For a second I was so unstrung as to be powerless; the next I cocked my revolver and fired straight at the sinister face. I was a moment too late. As I pressed the trigger I saw it vanish, but the pane through which it had looked was shattered to pieces. I rushed to the window, and then out through the front door, but everything was silent. There was no trace of my visitor. His intention, no doubt, was to attack the curé, for there was nothing to prevent his coming through the folding window had he not found an armed man inside.


As I stood in the cool night air with the curé’s frightened housekeeper beside me, I suddenly heard a great hubbub down in the village. By this time, alas! such sounds were so common in Laden that there was no doubting what it forboded. Some fresh misfortune had occurred there. Tonight seemed destined to be a night of horror. My presence might be of use in the village, so I set off there, taking with me the trembling woman, who positively refused to remain behind. There was a crowd round the Gruner Mann public-house, and a dozen excited voices were explaining the circumstances to the curé, who had arrived just before us. It was as I had thought, though happily without the result which I had feared. Frau Bischoff, the wife of the proprietor of the inn, had, it seems, gone some twenty minutes before a few yards from her door to draw some water, and had been at once attacked by a tall disguised man, who had cut at her with some weapon. Fortunately he had slipped, so that she was able to seize him by the wrist and prevent his repeating his attempt, while she screamed for help. There were several people about at the time, who came running towards them, on which the stranger wrested himself free, and dashed off into the woods, with two of our police after him. There is little hope of their overtaking or tracing him, however, in such a dark labyrinth. Frau Bischoff had made a bold attempt to hold the assassin, and declares that her nails made deep furrows in his right wrist. This, however, must be mere conjecture, as there was very little light at the time. She knows no more of the man’s features than I do. Fortunately she is entirely unhurt. The curé was horrified when I informed him of the incident at his own house. He was returning from his walk, it appears, when hearing cries in the village, he had hurried down to it. I have not told anyone else of my own adventure, for the people are quite excited enough already.


As I said before, unless this mysterious and bloodthirsty villain is captured, the place will become deserted. Flesh and blood cannot stand such a strain. He is either some murderous misanthrope who has declared a vendetta against the whole human race, or else he is an escaped maniac. Clearly after the unsuccessful attempt upon Frau Bischoff he had made at once for the cures house, bent upon slaking his thirst for blood, and thinking that its lonely situation gave hope of success. I wish I had fired at him through the pocket of my coat. The moment he saw the glitter of the weapon he was off.


June 3rd – Everybody in the village this morning has learned about the attempt upon the curé last night. There was quite a crowd at his house to congratulate him on his escape, and when I appeared they raised a cheer and hailed me as the “tapferer Englander.” It seems that his narrow shave must have given the ruffian a great start, for a thick woolen muffler was found lying on the pathway leading down to the village, and later in the day the fatal mattock was discovered close to the same place. The scoundrel evidently threw those things down and then took to his heels. It is possible that he may prove to have been frightened away from the neighborhood altogether. Let us trust so!


June 4th – A quiet day, which is as remarkable a thing in our annals as an exciting one elsewhere. Wurms has made strict inquiry, but cannot trace the muffler and mattock to any inhabitant. A description of them has been printed, and copies sent to Anspach and neighboring villages for circulation among the peasants, who may be able to throw some light upon the matter. A thanksgiving service is to be held in the church on Sunday for the double escape of the pastor and of Martha Bischoff. Pfiffer tells me that Herr von Weissendorff, one of the most energetic detectives in Vienna, is on his way to Laden. I see, too, by the English papers sent me, that people at home are interested in the tragedies here, although the accounts which have reached them are garbled and untrustworthy.


How well I can recall the Sunday morning following upon the events which I have described, such a morning as it is hard to find outside the Tyrol! The sky was blue and cloudless, the gentle breeze wafted the balsamic odor of the pine woods through the open windows, and away up on the hills the distant tinkling of the cow bells fell pleasantly upon the ear, until the musical rise and fall which summoned the villagers to prayer drowned their feebler melody. It was hard to believe, looking down that peaceful little street with its quaint top-heavy wooden houses and old-fashioned church, that a cloud of crime hung over it which had horrified Europe. I sat at my window watching the peasants passing with their picturesquely dressed wives and daughters on their way to church. With the kindly reverence of Catholic countries, I saw them cross themselves as they went by the house of Freckler and the spot where Maul had met his fate. When the bell had ceased to toll and the whole population had assembled in the church, I walked up there also, for it has always been my custom to join in the religious exercises of any people among whom I may find myself.


When I arrived at the church I found that the service had already begun. I took my place in the gallery which contained the village organ, from which I had a good view of the congregation. In the front seat of all was stationed Frau Bischoff, whose miraculous escape the service was intended to celebrate, and beside her on one side was her worthy spouse, while the maire occupied the other. There was a hush through the church as the curé turned from the altar and ascended the pulpit. I have seldom heard a more magnificent sermon. Father Verhagen was always an eloquent preacher, but on that occasion he surpassed himself. He chose for his text: — “In the midst of life we are in death,” and impressed so vividly upon our minds the thin veil which divides us from eternity, and how unexpectedly it may be rent, that he held his audience spellbound and horrified. He spoke next with tender pathos of the friends who had been snatched so suddenly and so dreadfully from among us, until his words were almost drowned by the sobs of the women, and, suddenly turning he compared their peaceful existence in a happier land to the dark fate of the gloomy-minded criminal, steeped in blood and with nothing to hope for either in this world or the next — a man solitary among his fellows, with no woman to love him, no child to prattle at his knee, and an endless torture in his own thoughts. So skilfully and so powerfully did he speak that as he finished I am sure that pity for this merciless demon was the prevailing emotion in every heart.


The service was over, and the priest, with his two acolytes before him, was leaving the altar, when he turned, as was his custom, to give his blessing to the congregation. I shall never forget his appearance. The summer sunshine shining slantwise through the single small stained glass window which adorned the little church threw a yellow luster upon his sharp intellectual features with their dark haggard lines, while a vivid crimson spot reflected from a ruby-colored mantle in the window quivered over his uplifted right hand. There was a hush as the villagers bent their heads to receive their pastor’s blessing — a hush broken by a wild exclamation of surprise from a woman who staggered to her feet in the front pew and gesticulated frantically as she pointed at Father Verhagen’s uplifted arm. No need for Frau Bischoff to explain the cause of that sudden cry, for there — there in full sight of his parishioners, were lines of livid scars upon the curé’s white wrist — scars which could be left by nothing on earth but a desperate woman’s nails. And what woman save her who had clung so fiercely to the murderer two days before!




•   •   •


That in all this terrible business poor Verhagen was the man most to be pitied I have no manner of doubt. In a town in which there was good medical advice to be had, the approach of the homicidal mania, which had undoubtedly proceeded from overwork and brain worry, and which assumed such a terrible form, would have been detected in time and he would have been spared the awful compunction with which he must have been seized in the lucid intervals between his fits — if, indeed, he had any lucid intervals. How could I diagnose with my smattering of science the existence of such a terrible and insidious form of insanity, especially from the vague symptoms of which he informed me. It is easy now, looking back, to think of many little circumstances which might have put us on the right scent; but what a simple thing is retrospective wisdom! I should be sad indeed if I thought that I had anything with which to reproach myself.


We were never able to discover where he had obtained the weapon with which he had committed his crimes, nor how he managed to secrete it in the interval. My experience proved that it had been his custom to go and come through his study window without disturbing his housekeeper. On the occasion of the attempt on Frau Bischoff he had made a dash for home, and then, finding to his astonishment that his room was occupied, his only resource was to fling away his weapon and muffler, and to mix with the crowd in the village. Being both a strong and an active man, with a good knowledge of the footpaths through the woods, he had never found any difficulty in escaping all observation.


Immediately after his apprehension, Verhagen’s disease took an acute form, and he was carried off to the lunatic asylum at Feldkirch. I have heard that some months afterwards he made a determined attempt upon the life of one of his keepers, and afterwards committed suicide. I cannot be positive of this, however, for I heard it quite accidentally during a conversation in a railway carriage.


As for myself, I left Laden within a few months, having received a pleasing intimation from my solicitors that my claim had been paid in full. In spite of my tragic experience there, I had many a pleasing recollection of the little Tyrolese village, and in two subsequent visits I renewed my acquaintance with the maire, the Intendant, and all my old friends, on which occasion, over long pipes and flagons of beer, we have taken a grim pleasure in talking with bated breath of that terrible month in the quiet Vorarlberg hamlet.
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This is what the old Marquis d’Arville told us after St. Hubert’s dinner at the house of the Baron des Ravels:


We had killed a stag that day. The marquis was the only one of the guests who had not taken part in this chase. He never hunted.


During that long repast we had talked about hardly anything but the slaughter of animals. The ladies themselves were interested in bloody and exaggerated tales, and the orators imitated the attacks and the combats of men against beasts, raised their arms, romanced in a thundering voice.


M. d Arville talked well, in a certain flowery, high-sounding, but effective style. He must have told this story frequently, for he told it fluently, never hesitating for words, choosing them with skill to make his description vivid.


Gentlemen, I have never hunted, neither did my father, nor my grandfather, nor my great-grandfather. This last was the son of a man who hunted more than all of you put together. He died in 1764. I will tell you the story of his death.


His name was Jean. He was married, father of that child who became my great-grandfather, and he lived with his younger brother, Francois d’Arville, in our castle in Lorraine, in the midst of the forest.


Francois d’Arville had remained a bachelor for love of the chase.


They both hunted from one end of the year to the other, without stopping and seemingly without fatigue. They loved only hunting, understood nothing else, talked only of that, lived only for that.


They had at heart that one passion, which was terrible and inexorable. It consumed them, had completely absorbed them, leaving room for no other thought.


They had given orders that they should not be interrupted in the chase for any reason whatever. My great-grandfather was born while his father was following a fox, and Jean d’Arville did not stop the chase, but exclaimed: “The deuce! The rascal might have waited till after the view – halloo!”


His brother Francois was still more infatuated. On rising he went to see the dogs, then the horses, then he shot little birds about the castle until the time came to hunt some large game.


In the countryside they were called M. le Marquis and M. le Cadet, the nobles then not being at all like the chance nobility of our time, which wishes to establish an hereditary hierarchy in titles; for the son of a marquis is no more a count, nor the son of a viscount a baron, than a son of a general is a colonel by birth. But the contemptible vanity of today finds profit in that arrangement.


My ancestors were unusually tall, bony, hairy, violent and vigorous. The younger, still taller than the older, had a voice so strong that, according to a legend of which he was proud, all the leaves of the forest shook when he shouted.


When they were both mounted to set out hunting, it must have been a superb sight to see those two giants straddling their huge horses.


Now, toward the midwinter of that year, 1764, the frosts were excessive, and the wolves became ferocious.


They even attacked belated peasants, roamed at night outside the houses, howled from sunset to sunrise, and robbed the stables.


And soon a rumor began to circulate. People talked of a colossal wolf with gray fur, almost white, who had eaten two children, gnawed off a woman’s arm, strangled all the watch dogs in the district, and even come without fear into the farmyards. The people in the houses affirmed that they had felt his breath, and that it made the flame of the lights flicker. And soon a panic ran through all the province. No one dared go out any more after nightfall. The darkness seemed haunted by the image of the beast.


The brothers d’Arville determined to find and kill him, and several times they brought together all the gentlemen of the country to a great hunt.


They beat the forests and searched the coverts in vain; they never met him. They killed wolves, but not that one. And every night after a battue, the beast, as if to avenge himself, attacked some traveler or killed someone’s cattle, always far from the place where they had looked for him.


Finally, one night he stole into the pigpen of the Chateau d’Arville and ate the two fattest pigs.


The brothers were roused to anger, considering this attack as a direct insult and a defiance. They took their strong bloodhounds, used to pursue dangerous animals, and they set off to hunt, their hearts filled with rage.


From dawn until the hour when the empurpled sun descended behind the great naked trees, they beat the woods without finding anything.


At last, furious and disgusted, both were returning, walking their horses along a lane bordered with hedges, and they marveled that their skill as huntsmen should be baffled by this wolf, and they were suddenly seized with a mysterious fear.


The elder said:


“That beast is not an ordinary one. You would say it had a mind like a man.”


The younger answered:


“Perhaps we should have a bullet blessed by our cousin, the bishop, or pray some priest to pronounce the words which are needed.”


Then they were silent.


Jean continued:


“Look how red the sun is. The great wolf will do some harm tonight.”


He had hardly finished speaking when his horse reared; that of Franqois began to kick. A large thicket covered with dead leaves opened before them, and a mammoth beast, entirely gray, jumped up and ran off through the wood.


Both uttered a kind of grunt of joy, and bending over the necks of their heavy horses, they threw them forward with an impulse from all their body, hurling them on at such a pace, urging them, hurrying them away, exciting them so with voice and with gesture and with spur that the experienced riders seemed to be carrying the heavy beasts between their thighs and to bear them off as if they were flying.


Thus they went, plunging through the thickets, dashing across the beds of streams, climbing the hillsides, descending the gorges, and blowing the horn as loud as they could to attract their people and the dogs.


And now, suddenly, in that mad race, my ancestor struck his forehead against an enormous branch which split his skull; and he fell dead on the ground, while his frightened horse took himself off, disappearing in the gloom which enveloped the woods.


The younger d’Arville stopped quick, leaped to the earth, seized his brother in his arms, and saw that the brains were escaping from the wound with the blood.


Then he sat down beside the body, rested the head, disfigured and red, on his knees, and waited, regarding the immobile face of his elder brother. Little by little a fear possessed him, a strange fear which he had never felt before, the fear of the dark, the fear of loneliness, the fear of the deserted wood, and the fear also of the weird wolf who had just killed his brother to avenge himself upon them both.


The gloom thickened; the acute cold made the trees crack. Francois got up, shivering, unable to remain there longer, feeling himself growing faint. Nothing was to be heard, neither the voice of the dogs nor the sound of the horns – all was silent along the invisible horizon; and this mournful silence of the frozen night had something about it terrific and strange.


He seized in his immense hands the great body of Jean, straightened it, and laid it across the saddle to carry it back to the chateau; then he went on his way softly, his mind troubled as if he were in a stupor, pursued by horrible and fear-giving images.


And all at once, in the growing darkness a great shape crossed his path. It was the beast. A shock of terror shook the hunter; something cold, like a drop of water, seemed to glide down his back, and, like a monk haunted of the devil, he made a great sign of the cross, dismayed at this abrupt return of the horrible prowler. But his eyes fell again on the inert body before him, and passing abruptly from fear to anger, he shook with an indescribable rage.


Then he spurred his horse and rushed after the wolf.


He followed it through the copses, the ravines, and the tall trees, traversing woods which he no longer recognized, his eyes fixed on the white speck which fled before him through the night.


His horse also seemed animated by a force and strength hitherto unknown. It galloped straight ahead with outstretched neck, striking against trees, and rocks, the head and the feet of the dead man thrown across the saddle. The limbs tore out his hair; the brow, beating the huge trunks, spattered them with blood; the spurs tore their ragged coats of bark. Suddenly the beast and the horseman issued from the forest and rushed into a valley, just as the moon appeared above the mountains. The valley here was stony, inclosed by enormous rocks.


Francois then uttered a yell of joy which the echoes repeated like a peal of thunder, and he leaped from his horse, his cutlass in his hand.


The beast, with bristling hair, the back arched, awaited him, its eyes gleaming like two stars. But, before beginning battle, the strong hunter, seizing his brother, seated him on a rock, and, placing stones under his head, which was no more than a mass of blood, he shouted in the ears as if he was talking to a deaf man: “Look, Jean; look at this!”


Then he attacked the monster. He felt himself strong enough to overturn a mountain, to bruise stones in his hands. The beast tried to bite him, aiming for his stomach; but he had seized the fierce animal by the neck, without even using his weapon, and he strangled it gently, listening to the cessation of breathing in its throat and the beatings of its heart. He laughed, wild with joy, pressing closer and closer his formidable embrace, crying in a delirium of joy, “Look, Jean, look!” All resistance ceased; the body of the wolf became limp. He was dead.


Francois took him up in his arms and carried him to the feet of the elder brother, where he laid him, repeating, in a tender voice: “There, there, there, my little Jean, see him!”


Then he replaced on the saddle the two bodies, one upon the other, and rode away.


He returned to the chateau, laughing and crying, like Gargantua at the birth of Pantagruel, uttering shouts of triumph, and boisterous with joy as he related the death of the beast, and grieving and tearing his beard in telling of that of his brother.


And often, later, when he talked again of that day, he would say, with tears in his eyes: “If only poor Jean could have seen me strangle the beast, he would have died content, that I am sure!”


The widow of my ancestor inspired her orphan son with that horror of the chase which has transmitted itself from father to son as far down as myself.


The Marquis d’Arville was silent. Someone asked:


“That story is a legend, isn’t it?”


And the story teller answered:


“I swear to you that it is true from beginning to end.”


Then a lady declared, in a little, soft voice


“All the same, it is fine to have passions like that.”
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The great farm hall was ablaze with the firelight, and noisy with laughter and talk and many-sounding work. None could be idle but the very young and the very old: little Rol, who was hugging a puppy, and old Trella, whose palsied hand fumbled over her knitting. The early evening had closed in, and the farm-servants, come from their outdoor work, had assembled in the ample hall, which gave space for a score or more of workers. Several of the men were engaged in carving, and to these were yielded the best place and light; others made or repaired fishing-tackle and harness, and a great seine net occupied three pairs of hands. Of the women most were sorting and mixing eider feather and chopping straw to add to it. Looms were there, though not in present use, but three wheels whirred emulously, and the finest and swiftest thread of the three ran between the fingers of the house-mistress. Near her were some children, busy too, plaiting wicks for candles and lamps. Each group of workers had a lamp in its center, and those farthest from the fire had live heat from two braziers filled with glowing wood embers, replenished now and again from the generous hearth. But the flicker of the great fire was manifest to remotest corners, and prevailed beyond the limits of the weaker lights.


Little Rol grew tired of his puppy, dropped it incontinently, and made an onslaught on Tyr, the old wolf-hound, who basked dozing, whimpering and twitching in his hunting dreams. Prone went Rol beside Tyr, his young arms round the shaggy neck, his curls against the black jowl. Tyr gave a perfunctory lick, and stretched with a sleepy sigh. Rol growled and rolled and shoved invitingly, but could only gain from the old dog placid toleration and a half-observant blink. “Take that then!” said Rol, indignant at this ignoring of his advances, and sent the puppy sprawling against the dignity that disdained him as playmate. The dog took no notice, and the child wandered off to find amusement elsewhere.


The baskets of white eider feathers caught his eye far off in a distant corner. He slipped under the table, and crept along on all-fours, the ordinary commonplace custom of walking down a room upright not being to his fancy. When close to the women he lay still for a moment watching, with his elbows on the floor and his chin in his palms. One of the women seeing him nodded and smiled, and presently he crept out behind her skirts and passed, hardly noticed, from one to another, till he found opportunity to possess himself of a large handful of feathers. With these he traversed the length of the room, under the table again, and emerged near the spinners. At the feet of the youngest he curled himself round, sheltered by her knees from the observation of the others, and disarmed her of interference by secretly displaying his handful with a confiding smile. A dubious nod satisfied him, and presently he started on the play he had devised. He took a tuft of the white down, and gently shook it free of his fingers close to the whirl of the wheel. The wind of the swift motion took it, spun it round and round in widening circles, till it floated above like a slow white moth. Little Rol’s eyes danced, and the row of his small teeth shone in a silent laugh of delight. Another and another of the white tufts was sent whirling round like a winged thing in a spider’s web, and floating clear at last. Presently the handful failed.


Rol sprawled forward to survey the room, and contemplate another journey under the table. His shoulder, thrusting forward, checked the wheel for an instant; he shifted hastily. The wheel flew on with a jerk, and the thread snapped. “Naughty Rol!” said the girl. The swiftest wheel stopped also, and the house-mistress, Rol’s aunt, leaned forward, and sighting the low curly head, gave a warning against mischief, and sent him off to old Trella’s corner.


Rol obeyed, and after a discreet period of obedience, sidled out again down the length of the room farthest from his aunt’s eye. As he slipped in among the men, they looked up to see that their tools might be, as far as possible, out of reach of Rol’s hands, and close to their own. Nevertheless, before long he managed to secure a fine chisel and take off its point on the leg of the table. The carver’s strong objections to this disconcerted Rol, who for five minutes thereafter effaced himself under the table.


During this seclusion he contemplated the many pairs of legs that surrounded him, and almost shut out the light of the fire. How very odd some of the legs were: some were curved where they should be straight, some were straight where they should be curved, and, as Rol said to himself, “they all seemed screwed on differently.” Some were tucked away modestly under the benches, others were thrust far out under the table, encroaching on Rol’s own particular domain. He stretched out his own short legs and regarded them critically, and, after comparison, favorably. Why were not all legs made like his, or like his?


These legs approved by Rol were a little apart from the rest. He crawled opposite and again made comparison. His face grew quite solemn as he thought of the innumerable days to come before his legs could be as long and strong. He hoped they would be just like those, his models, as straight as to bone, as curved as to muscle.


A few moments later Sweyn of the long legs felt a small hand caressing his foot, and looking down, met the upturned eyes of his little cousin Rol. Lying on his back, still softly patting and stroking the young man’s foot, the child was quiet and happy for a good while. He watched the movement of the strong deft hands, and the shifting of the bright tools. Now and then, minute chips of wood, puffed off by Sweyn, fell down upon his face. At last he raised himself, very gently, lest a jog should wake impatience in the carver, and crossing his own legs round Sweyn’s ankle, clasping with his arms too, laid his head against the knee. Such act is evidence of a child’s most wonderful hero-worship. Quite content was Rol, and more than content when Sweyn paused a minute to joke, and pat his head and pull his curls. Quiet he remained, as long as quiescence is possible to limbs young as his. Sweyn forgot he was near, hardly noticed when his leg was gently released, and never saw the stealthy abstraction of one of his tools.


Ten minutes thereafter was a lamentable wail from low on the floor, rising to the full pitch of Rol’s healthy lungs; for his hand was gashed across, and the copious bleeding terrified him. Then was there soothing and comforting, washing and binding, and a modicum of scolding, till the loud outcry sank into occasional sobs, and the child, tear-stained and subdued, was returned to the chimney-corner settle, where Trella nodded.


In the reaction after pain and fright, Rol found that the quiet of that fire-lit corner was to his mind. Tyr, too, disdained him no longer, but, roused by his sobs, showed all the concern and sympathy that a dog can by licking and wistful watching. A little shame weighed also upon his spirits. He wished he had not cried quite so much. He remembered how once Sweyn had come home with his arm torn down from the shoulder, and a dead bear; and how he had never winced nor said a word, though his lips turned white with pain. Poor little Rol gave another sighing sob over his own faint-hearted shortcomings.


The light and motion of the great fire began to tell strange stories to the child, and the wind in the chimney roared a corroborative note now and then. The great black mouth of the chimney, impending high over the hearth, received as into a mysterious gulf murky coils of smoke and brightness of aspiring sparks; and beyond, in the high darkness, were muttering and wailing and strange doings, so that sometimes the smoke rushed back in panic, and curled out and up to the roof, and condensed itself to invisibility among the rafters. And then the wind would rage after its lost prey, and rush round the house, rattling and shrieking at window and door.


In a lull, after one such loud gust, Rol lifted his head in surprise and listened. A lull had also come on the babel of talk, and thus could be heard with strange distinctness a sound outside the door — the sound of a child’s voice, a child’s hands. “Open, open; let me in!” piped the little voice from low down, lower than the handle, and the latch rattled as though a tiptoe child reached up to it, and soft small knocks were struck. One near the door sprang up and opened it. “No one is here,” he said. Tyr lifted his head and gave utterance to a howl, loud, prolonged, most dismal.


Sweyn, not able to believe that his ears had deceived him, got up and went to the door. It was a dark night; the clouds were heavy with snow, that had fallen fitfully when the wind lulled. Untrodden snow lay up to the porch; there was no sight nor sound of any human being. Sweyn strained his eyes far and near, only to see dark sky, pure snow, and a line of black fir trees on a hill brow, bowing down before the wind. “It must have been the wind,” he said, and closed the door.


Many faces looked scared. The sound of a child’s voice had been so distinct — and the words “Open, open; let me in!” The wind might creak the wood, or rattle the latch, but could not speak with a child’s voice, nor knock with the soft plain blows that a plump fist gives. And the strange unusual howl of the wolf-hound was an omen to be feared, be the rest what it might. Strange things were said by one and another, till the rebuke of the house-mistress quelled them into far-off whispers. For a time after there was uneasiness, constraint, and silence; then the chill fear thawed by degrees, and the babble of talk flowed on again.


Yet half-an-hour later a very slight noise outside the door sufficed to arrest every hand, every tongue. Every head was raised, every eye fixed in one direction. “It is Christian; he is late,” said Sweyn.


No, no; this is a feeble shuffle, not a young man’s tread. With the sound of uncertain feet came the hard tap-tap of a stick against the door, and the high-pitched voice of old, “Open, open; let me in!” Again Tyr flung up his head in a long doleful howl.


Before the echo of the tapping stick and the high voice had fairly died away, Sweyn had sprung across to the door and flung it wide. “No one again,” he said in a steady voice, though his eyes looked startled as he stared out. He saw the lonely expanse of snow, the clouds swagging low, and between the two the line of dark fir-trees bowing in the wind. He closed the door without a word of comment, and re-crossed the room.


A score of blanched faces were turned to him as though he must be solver of the enigma. He could not be unconscious of this mute eye-questioning, and it disturbed his resolute air of composure. He hesitated, glanced towards his mother, the house-mistress, then back at the frightened folk, and gravely, before them all, made the sign of the cross. There was a flutter of hands as the sign was repeated by all, and the dead silence was stirred as by a huge sigh, for the held breath of many was freed as though the sign gave magic relief.


Even the house-mistress was perturbed. She left her wheel and crossed the room to her son, and spoke with him for a moment in a low tone that none could overhear. But a moment later her voice was high-pitched and loud, so that all might benefit by her rebuke of the “heathen chatter” of one of the girls. Perhaps she essayed to silence thus her own misgivings and forebodings.


No other voice dared speak now with its natural fullness. Low tones made intermittent murmurs, and now and then silence drifted over the whole room. The handling of tools was as noiseless as might be, and suspended on the instant if the door rattled in a gust of wind. After a time Sweyn left his work, joined the group nearest the door, and loitered there on the pretense of giving advice and help to the unskillful.


A man’s tread was heard outside in the porch. “Christian!” said Sweyn and his mother simultaneously, he confidently, she authoritatively, to set the checked wheels going again. But Tyr flung up his head with an appalling howl.


“Open, open; let me in!”


It was a man’s voice, and the door shook and rattled as a man’s strength beat against it. Sweyn could feel the planks quivering, as on the instant his hand was upon the door, flinging it open, to face the blank porch, and beyond only snow and sky, and firs aslant in the wind.


He stood for a long minute with the open door in his hand. The bitter wind swept in with its icy chill, but a deadlier chill of fear came swifter, and seemed to freeze the beating of hearts. Sweyn stepped back to snatch up a great bearskin cloak.


“Sweyn, where are you going?”


“No farther than the porch, mother,” and he stepped out and closed the door.


He wrapped himself in the heavy fur, and leaning against the most sheltered wall of the porch, steeled his nerves to face the devil and all his works. No sound of voices came from within; the most distinct sound was the crackle and roar of the fire.


It was bitterly cold. His feet grew numb, but he forbore stamping them into warmth lest the sound should strike panic within; nor would he leave the porch, nor print a foot-mark on the untrodden white that declared so absolutely how no human voices and hands could have approached the door since snow fell two hours or more ago. “When the wind drops there will be more snow,” thought Sweyn.


For the best part of an hour he kept his watch, and saw no living thing — heard no unwonted sound. “I will freeze here no longer,” he muttered, and re-entered.


One woman gave a half-suppressed scream as his hand was laid on the latch, and then a gasp of relief as he came in. No one questioned him, only his mother said, in a tone of forced unconcern, “Could you not see Christian coming?” as though she were made anxious only by the absence of her younger son. Hardly had Sweyn stamped near to the fire than clear knocking was heard at the door. Tyr leapt from the hearth, his eyes red as the fire, his fangs showing white in the black jowl, his neck ridged and bristling; and overleaping Rol, ramped at the door, barking furiously.


Outside the door a clear mellow voice was calling. Tyr’s bark made the words undistinguishable. No one offered to stir towards the door before Sweyn.


He stalked down the room resolutely, lifted the latch, and swung back the door.


A white-robed woman glided in.


No wraith! Living — beautiful — young.


Tyr leapt upon her.


Lithely she baulked the sharp fangs with folds of her long fur robe, and snatching from her girdle a small two-edged axe, whirled it up for a blow of defense.


Sweyn caught the dog by the collar, and dragged him off yelling and struggling.


The stranger stood in the doorway motionless, one foot set forward, one arm flung up, till the house-mistress hurried down the room; and Sweyn, relinquishing to others the furious Tyr, turned again to close the door, and offer excuse for so fierce a greeting. Then she lowered her arm, slung the axe in its place at her waist, loosened the furs about her face, and shook over her shoulders the long white robe — all as it were with the sway of one movement.


She was a maiden, tall and very fair. The fashion of her dress was strange, half masculine, yet not unwomanly. A fine fur tunic, reaching but little below the knee, was all the skirt she wore; below were the cross-bound shoes and leggings that a hunter wears. A white fur cap was set low upon the brows, and from its edge strips of fur fell lappet-wise about her shoulders; two of these at her entrance had been drawn forward and crossed about her throat, but now, loosened and thrust back, left unhidden long plaits of fair hair that lay forward on shoulder and breast, down to the ivory-studded girdle where the axe gleamed.


Sweyn and his mother led the stranger to the hearth without question or sign of curiosity, till she voluntarily told her tale of a long journey to distant kindred, a promised guide unmet, and signals and landmarks mistaken.


“Alone!” exclaimed Sweyn in astonishment. “Have you journeyed thus far, a hundred leagues, alone?”


She answered “Yes” with a little smile.


“Over the hills and the wastes! Why, the folk there are savage and wild as beasts.”


She dropped her hand upon her axe with a laugh of some scorn.


“I fear neither man nor beast; some few fear me.” And then she told strange tales of fierce attack and defense, and of the bold free huntress life she had led.


Her words came a little slowly and deliberately, as though she spoke in a scarce familiar tongue; now and then she hesitated, and stopped in a phrase, as though for lack of some word.


She became the center of a group of listeners. The interest she excited dissipated, in some degree, the dread inspired by the mysterious voices. There was nothing ominous about this young, bright, fair reality, though her aspect was strange.


Little Rol crept near, staring at the stranger with all his might. Unnoticed, he softly stroked and patted a corner of her soft white robe that reached to the floor in ample folds. He laid his cheek against it caressingly, and then edged up close to her knees.


“What is your name?” he asked.


The stranger’s smile and ready answer, as she looked down, saved Rol from the rebuke merited by his unmannerly question.


“My real name,” she said, “would be uncouth to your ears and tongue. The folk of this country have given me another name, and from this” (she laid her hand on the fur robe) “they call me ‘White Fell.’”


Little Rol repeated it to himself, stroking and patting as before. “White Fell, White Fell.”


The fair face, and soft, beautiful dress pleased Rol. He knelt up, with his eyes on her face and an air of uncertain determination, like a robin’s on a doorstep, and plumped his elbows into her lap with a little gasp at his own audacity.


“Rol!” exclaimed his aunt; but, “Oh, let him!” said White Fell, smiling and stroking his head; and Rol stayed.


He advanced farther, and panting at his own adventurousness in the face of his aunt’s authority, climbed up on to her knees. Her welcoming arms hindered any protest. He nestled happily, fingering the axe head, the ivory studs in her girdle, the ivory clasp at her throat, the plaits of fair hair; rubbing his head against the softness of her fur-clad shoulder, with a child’s full confidence in the kindness of beauty.


White Fell had not uncovered her head, only knotted the pendant fur loosely behind her neck. Rol reached up his hand towards it, whispering her name to himself, “White Fell, White Fell,” then slid his arms round her neck, and kissed her — once — twice. She laughed delightedly, and kissed him again.


“The child plagues you?” said Sweyn.


“No, indeed,” she answered, with an earnestness so intense as to seem disproportionate to the occasion.


Rol settled himself again on her lap, and began to unwind the bandage bound round his hand. He paused a little when he saw where the blood had soaked through; then went on till his hand was bare and the cut displayed, gaping and long, though only skin deep. He held it up towards White Fell, desirous of her pity and sympathy.


At sight of it, and the blood-stained linen, she drew in her breath suddenly, clasped Rol to her — hard, hard — till he began to struggle. Her face was hidden behind the boy, so that none could see its expression. It had lighted up with a most awful glee.


Afar, beyond the fir-grove, beyond the low hill behind, the absent Christian was hastening his return. From daybreak he had been afoot, carrying notice of a bear hunt to all the best hunters of the farms and hamlets that lay within a radius of twelve miles. Nevertheless, having been detained till a late hour, he now broke into a run, going with a long smooth stride of apparent ease that fast made the miles diminish.


He entered the midnight blackness of the fir-grove with scarcely slackened pace, though the path was invisible; and passing through into the open again, sighted the farm lying a furlong off down the slope. Then he sprang out freely, and almost on the instant gave one great sideways leap, and stood still. There in the snow was the track of a great wolf.


His hand went to his knife, his only weapon. He stooped, knelt down, to bring his eyes to the level of a beast, and peered about; his teeth set, his heart beat a little harder than the pace of his running insisted on. A solitary wolf, nearly always savage and of large size, is a formidable beast that will not hesitate to attack a single man. This wolf-track was the largest Christian had ever seen, and, so far as he could judge, recently made. It led from under the fir-trees down the slope. Well for him, he thought, was the delay that had so vexed him before: well for him that he had not passed through the dark fir-grove when that danger of jaws lurked there. Going warily, he followed the track.


It led down the slope, across a broad ice-bound stream, along the level beyond, making towards the farm. A less precise knowledge had doubted, and guessed that here might have come straying big Tyr or his like; but Christian was sure, knowing better than to mistake between foot-mark of dog and wolf.


Straight on — straight on towards the farm.


Surprised and anxious grew Christian, that a prowling wolf should dare so near. He drew his knife and pressed on, more hastily, more keen-eyed. Oh that Tyr were with him!


Straight on, straight on, even to the very door, where the snow failed. His heart seemed to give a great leap and then stop. There the track ended.


Nothing lurked in the porch, and there was no sign of return. The firs stood straight against the sky, the clouds lay low; for the wind had fallen and a few snowflakes came drifting down. In a horror of surprise, Christian stood dazed a moment: then he lifted the latch and went in. His glance took in all the old familiar forms and faces, and with them that of the stranger, fur-clad and beautiful. The awful truth flashed upon him: he knew what she was.


Only a few were startled by the rattle of the latch as he entered. The room was filled with bustle and movement, for it was the supper hour, when all tools were laid aside, and trestles and tables shifted. Christian had no knowledge of what he said and did; he moved and spoke mechanically, half thinking that soon he must wake from this horrible dream. Sweyn and his mother supposed him to be cold and dead tired, and spared all unnecessary questions. And he found himself seated beside the hearth, opposite that dreadful Thing that looked like a beautiful girl; watching her every movement, curdling with horror to see her fondle the child Rol.


Sweyn stood near them both, intent upon White Fell also; but how differently! She seemed unconscious of the gaze of both — neither aware of the chill dread in the eyes of Christian, nor of Sweyn’s warm admiration.


These two brothers, who were twins, contrasted greatly, despite their striking likeness. They were alike in regular profile, fair brown hair, and deep blue eyes; but Sweyn’s features were perfect as a young god’s, while Christian’s showed faulty details. Thus, the line of his mouth was set too straight, the eyes shelved too deeply back, and the contour of the face flowed in less generous curves than Sweyn’s. Their height was the same, but Christian was too slender for perfect proportion, while Sweyn’s well-knit frame, broad shoulders, and muscular arms, made him pre-eminent for manly beauty as well as for strength. As a hunter Sweyn was without rival; as a fisher without rival. All the countryside acknowledged him to be the best wrestler, rider, dancer, singer. Only in speed could he be surpassed, and in that only by his younger brother. All others Sweyn could distance fairly; but Christian could outrun him easily. Ay, he could keep pace with Sweyn’s most breathless burst, and laugh and talk the while. Christian took little pride in his fleetness of foot, counting a man’s legs to be the least worthy of his members. He had no envy of his brother’s athletic superiority, though to several feats he had made a moderate second. He loved as only a twin can love — proud of all that Sweyn did, content with all that Sweyn was; humbly content also that his own great love should not be so exceedingly returned, since he knew himself to be so far less love-worthy.


Christian dared not, in the midst of women and children, launch the horror that he knew into words. He waited to consult his brother; but Sweyn did not, or would not, notice the signal he made, and kept his face always turned towards White Fell. Christian drew away from the hearth, unable to remain passive with that dread upon him.


“Where is Tyr?” he said suddenly. Then, catching sight of the dog in a distant corner, “Why is he chained there?”


“He flew at the stranger,” one answered.


Christian’s eyes glowed. “Yes?” he said, interrogatively.


“He was within an ace of having his brain knocked out.”


“Tyr?”


“Yes; she was nimbly up with that little axe she has at her waist. It was well for old Tyr that his master throttled him off.”


Christian went without a word to the corner where Tyr was chained. The dog rose up to meet him, as piteous and indignant as a dumb beast can be. He stroked the black head. “Good Tyr! brave dog!”


They knew, they only; and the man and the dumb dog had comfort of each other.


Christian’s eyes turned again towards White Fell: Tyr’s also, and he strained against the length of the chain. Christian’s hand lay on the dog’s neck, and he felt it ridge and bristle with the quivering of impotent fury. Then he began to quiver in like manner, with a fury born of reason, not instinct; as impotent morally as was Tyr physically. Oh! the woman’s form that he dare not touch! Anything but that, and he with Tyr would be free to kill or be killed.


Then he returned to ask fresh questions.


“How long has the stranger been here?”


“She came about half-an-hour before you.”


“Who opened the door to her?”


“Sweyn: no one else dared.”


The tone of the answer was mysterious.


“Why?” queried Christian. “Has anything strange happened? Tell me.”


For answer he was told in a low undertone of the summons at the door thrice repeated without human agency; and of Tyr’s ominous howls; and of Sweyn’s fruitless watch outside.


Christian turned towards his brother in a torment of impatience for a word apart. The board was spread, and Sweyn was leading White Fell to the guest’s place. This was more awful: she would break bread with them under the roof-tree!


He started forward, and touching Sweyn’s arm, whispered an urgent entreaty. Sweyn stared, and shook his head in angry impatience.


Thereupon Christian would take no morsel of food.


His opportunity came at last. White Fell questioned of the landmarks of the country, and of one Cairn Hill, which was an appointed meeting-place at which she was due that night. The house-mistress and Sweyn both exclaimed.


“It is three long miles away,” said Sweyn; “with no place for shelter but a wretched hut. Stay with us this night, and I will show you the way tomorrow.”


White Fell seemed to hesitate. “Three miles,” she said; “then I should be able to see or hear a signal.”


“I will look out,” said Sweyn; “then, if there be no signal, you must not leave us.”


He went to the door. Christian rose silently, and followed him out.


“Sweyn, do you know what she is?”


Sweyn, surprised at the vehement grasp, and low hoarse voice, made answer:


“She? Who? White Fell?”


“Yes.”


“She is the most beautiful girl I have ever seen.”


“She is a Were-Wolf.”


Sweyn burst out laughing. “Are you mad?” he asked.


“No; here, see for yourself.”


Christian drew him out of the porch, pointing to the snow where the footmarks had been. Had been, for now they were not. Snow was falling fast, and every dint was blotted out.


“Well?” asked Sweyn.


“Had you come when I signed to you, you would have seen for yourself.”


“Seen what?”


“The footprints of a wolf leading up to the door; none leading away.”


It was impossible not to be startled by the tone alone, though it was hardly above a whisper. Sweyn eyed his brother anxiously, but in the darkness could make nothing of his face. Then he laid his hands kindly and reassuringly on Christian’s shoulders and felt how he was quivering with excitement and horror.


“One sees strange things,” he said, “when the cold has got into the brain behind the eyes; you came in cold and worn out.”


“No,” interrupted Christian. “I saw the track first on the brow of the slope, and followed it down right here to the door. This is no delusion.”


Sweyn in his heart felt positive that it was. Christian was given to day-dreams and strange fancies, though never had he been possessed with so mad a notion before.


“Don’t you believe me?” said Christian desperately. “You must. I swear it is sane truth. Are you blind? Why, even Tyr knows.”


“You will be clearer headed tomorrow after a night’s rest. Then come too, if you will, with White Fell, to the Hill Cairn; and if you have doubts still, watch and follow, and see what footprints she leaves.”


Galled by Sweyn’s evident contempt Christian turned abruptly to the door. Sweyn caught him back.


“What now, Christian? What are you going to do?”


“You do not believe me; my mother shall.”


Sweyn’s grasp tightened. “You shall not tell her,” he said authoritatively.


Customarily Christian was so docile to his brother’s mastery that it was now a surprising thing when he wrenched himself free vigorously, and said as determinedly as Sweyn, “She shall know!” but Sweyn was nearer the door and would not let him pass.


“There has been scare enough for one night already. If this notion of yours will keep, broach it tomorrow.” Christian would not yield.


“Women are so easily scared,” pursued Sweyn, “and are ready to believe any folly without shadow of proof. Be a man, Christian, and fight this notion of a Were-Wolf by yourself.”


“If you would believe me,” began Christian.


“I believe you to be a fool,” said Sweyn, losing patience. “Another, who was not your brother, might believe you to be a knave, and guess that you had transformed White Fell into a Were-Wolf because she smiled more readily on me than on you.”


The jest was not without foundation, for the grace of White Fell’s bright looks had been bestowed on him, on Christian never a whit. Sweyn’s coxcombery was always frank, and most forgiveable, and not without fair color.


“If you want an ally,” continued Sweyn, “confide in old Trella. Out of her stores of wisdom, if her memory holds good, she can instruct you in the orthodox manner of tackling a Were-Wolf. If I remember aright, you should watch the suspected person till midnight, when the beast’s form must be resumed, and retained ever after if a human eye sees the change; or, better still, sprinkle hands and feet with holy water, which is certain death. Oh! never fear, but old Trella will be equal to the occasion.”


Sweyn’s contempt was no longer good-humored; some touch of irritation or resentment rose at this monstrous doubt of White Fell. But Christian was too deeply distressed to take offense.


“You speak of them as old wives’ tales; but if you had seen the proof I have seen, you would be ready at least to wish them true, if not also to put them to the test.”


“Well,” said Sweyn, with a laugh that had a little sneer in it, “put them to the test! I will not object to that, if you will only keep your notions to yourself. Now, Christian, give me your word for silence, and we will freeze here no longer.”


Christian remained silent.


Sweyn put his hands on his shoulders again and vainly tried to see his face in the darkness.


“We have never quarreled yet, Christian?”


“I have never quarreled,” returned the other, aware for the first time that his dictatorial brother had sometimes offered occasion for quarrel, had he been ready to take it.


“Well,” said Sweyn emphatically, “if you speak against White Fell to any other, as tonight you have spoken to me — we shall.”


He delivered the words like an ultimatum, turned sharp round, and re-entered the house. Christian, more fearful and wretched than before, followed.


“Snow is falling fast: not a single light is to be seen.”


White Fell’s eyes passed over Christian without apparent notice, and turned bright and shining upon Sweyn.


“Nor any signal to be heard?” she queried. “Did you not hear the sound of a sea-horn?”


“I saw nothing, and heard nothing; and signal or no signal, the heavy snow would keep you here perforce.”


She smiled her thanks beautifully. And Christian’s heart sank like lead with a deadly foreboding, as he noted what a light was kindled in Sweyn’s eyes by her smile.


That night, when all others slept, Christian, the weariest of all, watched outside the guest-chamber till midnight was past. No sound, not the faintest, could be heard. Could the old tale be true of the midnight change? What was on the other side of the door, a woman or a beast? he would have given his right hand to know. Instinctively he laid his hand on the latch, and drew it softly, though believing that bolts fastened the inner side. The door yielded to his hand; he stood on the threshold; a keen gust of air cut at him; the window stood open; the room was empty.


So Christian could sleep with a somewhat lightened heart.


In the morning there was surprise and conjecture when White Fell’s absence was discovered. Christian held his peace. Not even to his brother did he say how he knew that she had fled before midnight; and Sweyn, though evidently greatly chagrined, seemed to disdain reference to the subject of Christian’s fears.


The elder brother alone joined the bear hunt; Christian found pretext to stay behind. Sweyn, being out of humour, manifested his contempt by uttering not a single expostulation.


All that day, and for many a day after, Christian would never go out of sight of his home. Sweyn alone noticed how he maneuvered for this, and was clearly annoyed by it. White Fell’s name was never mentioned between them, though not seldom was it heard in general talk. Hardly a day passed but little Rol asked when White Fell would come again: pretty White Fell, who kissed like a snowflake. And if Sweyn answered, Christian would be quite sure that the light in his eyes, kindled by White Fell’s smile, had not yet died out.


Little Rol! Naughty, merry, fair-haired little Rol. A day came when his feet raced over the threshold never to return; when his chatter and laugh were heard no more; when tears of anguish were wept by eyes that never would see his bright head again: never again, living or dead.


He was seen at dusk for the last time, escaping from the house with his puppy, in freakish rebellion against old Trella. Later, when his absence had begun to cause anxiety, his puppy crept back to the farm, cowed, whimpering and yelping, a pitiful, dumb lump of terror, without intelligence or courage to guide the frightened search.


Rol was never found, nor any trace of him. Where he had perished was never known; how he had perished was known only by an awful guess — a wild beast had devoured him.


Christian heard the conjecture “a wolf”; and a horrible certainty flashed upon him that he knew what wolf it was. He tried to declare what he knew, but Sweyn saw him start at the words with white face and struggling lips; and, guessing his purpose, pulled him back, and kept him silent, hardly, by his imperious grip and wrathful eyes, and one low whisper.


That Christian should retain his most irrational suspicion against beautiful White Fell was, to Sweyn, evidence of a weak obstinacy of mind that would but thrive upon expostulation and argument. But this evident intention to direct the passions of grief and anguish to a hatred and fear of the fair stranger, such as his own, was intolerable, and Sweyn set his will against it. Again Christian yielded to his brother’s stronger words and will, and against his own judgement consented to silence.


Repentance came before the new moon, the first of the year, was old. White Fell came again, smiling as she entered, as though assured of a glad and kindly welcome; and, in truth, there was only one who saw again her fair face and strange white garb without pleasure. Sweyn’s face glowed with delight, while Christian’s grew pale and rigid as death. He had given his word to keep silence; but he had not thought that she would dare to come again. Silence was impossible, face to face with that Thing, impossible. Irrepressibly he cried out:


“Where is Rol?”


Not a quiver disturbed White Fell’s face. She heard, yet remained bright and tranquil. Sweyn’s eyes flashed round at his brother dangerously. Among the women some tears fell at the poor child’s name; but none caught alarm from its sudden utterance, for the thought of Rol rose naturally. Where was little Rol, who had nestled in the stranger’s arms, kissing her; and watched for her since; and prattled of her daily?


Christian went out silently. One only thing there was that he could do, and he must not delay. His horror overmastered any curiosity to hear White Fell’s smooth excuses and smiling apologies for her strange and uncourteous departure; or her easy tale of the circumstances of her return; or to watch her bearing as she heard the sad tale of little Rol.


The swiftest runner of the countryside had started on his hardest race: little less than three leagues and back, which he reckoned to accomplish in two hours, though the night was moonless and the way rugged. He rushed against the still cold air till it felt like a wind upon his face. The dim homestead sank below the ridges at his back, and fresh ridges of snowlands rose out of the obscure horizon-level to drive past him as the stirless air drove, and sink away behind into obscure level again. He took no conscious heed of landmarks, not even when all sign of a path was gone under depths of snow. His will was set to reach his goal with unexampled speed; and thither by instinct his physical forces bore him, without one definite thought to guide.


And the idle brain lay passive, inert, receiving into its vacancy restless siftings of past sights and sounds: Rol, weeping, laughing, playing, coiled in the arms of that dreadful Thing: Tyr — O Tyr! — white fangs in the black jowl: the women who wept on The foolish puppy, precious for the child’s last touch: footprints from pine wood to door: the smiling face among furs, of such womanly beauty — smiling — smiling: and Sweyn’s face.


“Sweyn, Sweyn, O Sweyn, my brother!”


Sweyn’s angry laugh possessed his ear within the sound of the wind of his speed; Sweyn’s scorn assailed more quick and keen than the biting cold at his throat. And yet he was unimpressed by any thought of how Sweyn’s anger and scorn would rise, if this errand were known.


Sweyn was a skeptic. His utter disbelief in Christian’s testimony regarding the footprints was based upon positive scepticism. His reason refused to bend in accepting the possibility of the supernatural materialized. That a living beast could ever be other than palpably bestial — pawed, toothed, shagged, and eared as such, was to him incredible; far more that a human presence could be transformed from its god-like aspect, upright, free-handed, with brows, and speech, and laughter. The wild and fearful legends that he had known from childhood and then believed, he regarded now as built upon facts distorted, overlaid by imagination, and quickened by superstition. Even the strange summons at the threshold, that he himself had vainly answered, was, after the first shock of surprise, rationally explained by him as malicious foolery on the part of some clever trickster, who withheld the key to the enigma.


To the younger brother all life was a spiritual mystery, veiled from his clear knowledge by the density of flesh. Since he knew his own body to be linked to the complex and antagonistic forces that constitute one soul, it seemed to him not impossibly strange that one spiritual force should possess divers forms for widely various manifestation. Nor, to him, was it great effort to believe that as pure water washes away all natural foulness, so water, holy by consecration, must needs cleanse God’s world from that supernatural evil Thing. Therefore, faster than ever man’s foot had covered those leagues, he sped under the dark, still night, over the waste, trackless snow-ridges to the far-away church, where salvation lay in the holy-water stoup at the door. His faith was as firm as any that wrought miracles in days past, simple as a child’s wish, strong as a man’s will.


He was hardly missed during these hours, every second of which was by him fulfilled to its utmost extent by extremest effort that sinews and nerves could attain. Within the homestead the while, the easy moments went bright with words and looks of unwonted animation, for the kindly, hospitable instincts of the inmates were roused into cordial expression of welcome and interest by the grace and beauty of the returned stranger.


But Sweyn was eager and earnest, with more than a host’s courteous warmth. The impression that at her first coming had charmed him, that had lived since through memory, deepened now in her actual presence. Sweyn, the matchless among men, acknowledged in this fair White Fell a spirit high and bold as his own, and a frame so firm and capable that only bulk was lacking for equal strength. Yet the white skin was molded most smoothly, without such muscular swelling as made his might evident. Such love as his frank self-love could concede was called forth by an ardent admiration for this supreme stranger. More admiration than love was in his passion, and therefore he was free from a lover’s hesitancy and delicate reserve and doubts. Frankly and boldly he courted her favor by looks and tones, and an address that came of natural ease, needless of skill by practice.


Nor was she a woman to be wooed otherwise. Tender whispers and sighs would never gain her ear; but her eyes would brighten and shine if she heard of a brave feat, and her prompt hand in sympathy fall swiftly on the axe-haft and clasp it hard. That movement ever fired Sweyn’s admiration anew; he watched for it, strove to elicit it, and glowed when it came. Wonderful and beautiful was that wrist, slender and steel-strong; also the smooth shapely hand, that curved so fast and firm, ready to deal instant death.


Desiring to feel the pressure of these hands, this bold lover schemed with palpable directness, proposing that she should hear how their hunting songs were sung, with a chorus that signaled hands to be clasped. So his splendid voice gave the verses, and, as the chorus was taken up, he claimed her hands, and, even through the easy grip, felt, as he desired, the strength that was latent, and the vigor that quickened the very fingertips, as the song fired her, and her voice was caught out of her by the rhythmic swell, and rang clear on the top of the closing surge.


Afterwards she sang alone. For contrast, or in the pride of swaying moods by her voice, she chose a mournful song that drifted along in a minor chant, sad as a wind that dirges:



“Oh, let me go!


Around spin wreaths of snow;


The dark earth sleeps below.





“Far up the plain


Moans on a voice of pain:


‘Where shall my babe be lain?’





“In my white breast


Lay the sweet life to rest!


Lay, where it can lie best!





“‘Hush! hush its cries!


Dense night is on the skies:


Two stars are in thine eyes.’





“Come, babe, away!


But lie thou till dawn be gray,


Who must be dead by day.





“This cannot last;


But, ere the sickening blast,


All sorrow shall be past;





“And kings shall be


Low bending at thy knee,


Worshipping life from thee.





“For men long sore


To hope of what’s before, —


To leave the things of yore.





“Mine, and not thine,


How deep their jewels shine!


Peace laps thy head, not mine.”




Old Trella came tottering from her corner, shaken to additional palsy by an aroused memory. She strained her dim eyes towards the singer, and then bent her head, that the one ear yet sensible to sound might avail of every note. At the close, groping forward, she murmured with the high-pitched quaver of old age:


“So she sang, my Thora; my last and brightest. What is she like, she whose voice is like my dead Thora’s? Are her eyes blue?”


“Blue as the sky.”


“So were my Thora’s! Is her hair fair, and in plaits to the waist?”  “Even so,” answered White Fell herself, and met the advancing hands with her own, and guided them to corroborate her words by touch.


“Like my dead Thora’s,” repeated the old woman; and then her trembling hands rested on the fur-clad shoulders, and she bent forward and kissed the smooth fair face that White Fell upturned, nothing loth, to receive and return the caress.


So Christian saw them as he entered.


He stood a moment. After the starless darkness and the icy night air, and the fierce silent two hours’ race, his senses reeled on sudden entrance into warmth, and light, and the cheery hum of voices. A sudden unforeseen anguish assailed him, as now first he entertained the possibility of being overmatched by her wiles and her daring, if at the approach of pure death she should start up at bay transformed to a terrible beast, and achieve a savage glut at the last. He looked with horror and pity on the harmless, helpless folk, so unwitting of outrage to their comfort and security. The dreadful Thing in their midst, that was veiled from their knowledge by womanly beauty, was a center of pleasant interest. There, before him, signally impressive, was poor old Trella, weakest and feeblest of all, in fond nearness. And a moment might bring about the revelation of a monstrous horror — a ghastly, deadly danger, set loose and at bay, in a circle of girls and women and careless defenseless men: so hideous and terrible a thing as might crack the brain, or curdle the heart stone dead.


And he alone of the throng prepared!


For one breathing space he faltered, no longer than that, while over him swept the agony of compunction that yet could not make him surrender his purpose.


He alone? Nay, but Tyr also; and he crossed to the dumb sole sharer of his knowledge.


So timeless is thought that a few seconds only lay between his lifting of the latch and his loosening of Tyr’s collar; but in those few seconds succeeding his first glance, as lightning-swift had been the impulses of others, their motion as quick and sure. Sweyn’s vigilant eye had darted upon him, and instantly his every fiber was alert with hostile instinct; and, half divining, half incredulous, of Christian’s object in stooping to Tyr, he came hastily, wary, wrathful, resolute to oppose the malice of his wild-eyed brother.


But beyond Sweyn rose White Fell, blanching white as her furs, and with eyes grown fierce and wild. She leapt down the room to the door, whirling her long robe closely to her. “Hark!” she panted. “The signal horn! Hark, I must go!” as she snatched at the latch to be out and away.


For one precious moment Christian had hesitated on the half-loosened collar; for, except the womanly form were exchanged for the bestial, Tyr’s jaws would gnash to rags his honor of manhood. Then he heard her voice, and turned — too late.


As she tugged at the door, he sprang across grasping his flask, but Sweyn dashed between, and caught him back irresistibly, so that a most frantic effort only availed to wrench one arm free. With that, on the impulse of sheer despair, he cast at her with all his force. The door swung behind her, and the flask flew into fragments against it. Then, as Sweyn’s grasp slackened, and he met the questioning astonishment of surrounding faces, with a hoarse inarticulate cry: “God help us all!” he said. “She is a Were-Wolf.”


Sweyn turned upon him, “Liar, coward!” and his hands gripped his brother’s throat with deadly force, as though the spoken word could be killed so; and as Christian struggled, lifted him clear off his feet and flung him crashing backward. So furious was he, that, as his brother lay motionless, he stirred him roughly with his foot, till their mother came between, crying shame; and yet then he stood by, his teeth set, his brows knit, his hands clenched, ready to enforce silence again violently, as Christian rose staggering and bewildered.


But utter silence and submission were more than he expected, and turned his anger into contempt for one so easily cowed and held in subjection by mere force. “He is mad!” he said, turning on his heel as he spoke, so that he lost his mother’s look of pained reproach at this sudden free utterance of what was a lurking dread within her.


Christian was too spent for the effort of speech. His hard-drawn breath labored in great sobs; his limbs were powerless and unstrung in utter relax after hard service. Failure in his endeavor induced a stupor of misery and despair. In addition was the wretched humiliation of open violence and strife with his brother, and the distress of hearing misjudging contempt expressed without reserve; for he was aware that Sweyn had turned to allay the scared excitement half by imperious mastery, half by explanation and argument, that showed painful disregard of brotherly consideration. All this unkindness of his twin he charged upon the fell Thing who had wrought this their first dissension, and, ah! most terrible thought, interposed between them so effectually, that Sweyn was wilfully blind and deaf on her account, resentful of interference, arbitrary beyond reason.


Dread and perplexity unfathomable darkened upon him; unshared, the burden was overwhelming: a foreboding of unspeakable calamity, based upon his ghastly discovery, bore down upon him, crushing out hope of power to withstand impending fate.


Sweyn the while was observant of his brother, despite the continual check of finding, turn and glance when he would, Christian’s eyes always upon him, with a strange look of helpless distress, discomposing enough to the angry aggressor. “Like a beaten dog!” he said to himself, rallying contempt to withstand compunction. Observation set him wondering on Christian’s exhausted condition. The heavy laboring breath and the slack inert fall of the limbs told surely of unusual and prolonged exertion. And then why had close upon two hours’ absence been followed by open hostility against White Fell?


Suddenly, the fragments of the flask giving a clue, he guessed all, and faced about to stare at his brother in amaze. He forgot that the motive scheme was against White Fell, demanding derision and resentment from him; that was swept out of remembrance by astonishment and admiration for the feat of speed and endurance. In eagerness to question he inclined to attempt a generous part and frankly offer to heal the breach; but Christian’s depression and sad following gaze provoked him to self-justification by recalling the offense of that outrageous utterance against White Fell; and the impulse passed. Then other considerations counseled silence; and afterwards a humour possessed him to wait and see how Christian would find opportunity to proclaim his performance and establish the fact, without exciting ridicule on account of the absurdity of the errand.


This expectation remained unfulfilled. Christian never attempted the proud avowal that would have placed his feat on record to be told to the next generation.


That night Sweyn and his mother talked long and late together, shaping into certainty the suspicion that Christian’s mind had lost its balance, and discussing the evident cause. For Sweyn, declaring his own love for White Fell, suggested that his unfortunate brother, with a like passion, they being twins in loves as in birth, had through jealousy and despair turned from love to hate, until reason failed at the strain, and a craze developed, which the malice and treachery of madness made a serious and dangerous force.


So Sweyn theorized, convincing himself as he spoke; convincing afterwards others who advanced doubts against White Fell; fettering his judgement by his advocacy, and by his staunch defense of her hurried flight silencing his own inner consciousness of the unaccountability of her action.


But a little time and Sweyn lost his vantage in the shock of a fresh horror at the homestead. Trella was no more, and her end a mystery. The poor old woman crawled out in a bright gleam to visit a bedridden gossip living beyond the fir-grove. Under the trees she was last seen, halting for her companion, sent back for a forgotten present. Quick alarm sprang, calling every man to the search. Her stick was found among the brushwood only a few paces from the path, but no track or stain, for a gusty wind was sifting the snow from the branches, and hid all sign of how she came by her death.


So panic-stricken were the farm folk that none dared go singly on the search. Known danger could be braced, but not this stealthy Death that walked by day invisible, that cut off alike the child in his play and the aged woman so near to her quiet grave.


“Rol she kissed; Trella she kissed!” So rang Christian’s frantic cry again and again, till Sweyn dragged him away and strove to keep him apart, albeit in his agony of grief and remorse he accused himself wildly as answerable for the tragedy, and gave clear proof that the charge of madness was well founded, if strange looks and desperate, incoherent words were evidence enough.


But thenceforward all Sweyn’s reasoning and mastery could not uphold White Fell above suspicion. He was not called upon to defend her from accusation when Christian had been brought to silence again; but he well knew the significance of this fact, that her name, formerly uttered freely and often, he never heard now: it was huddled away into whispers that he could not catch.


The passing of time did not sweep away the superstitious fears that Sweyn despised. He was angry and anxious; eager that White Fell should return, and, merely by her bright gracious presence, reinstate herself in favor; but doubtful if all his authority and example could keep from her notice an altered aspect of welcome; and he foresaw clearly that Christian would prove unmanageable, and might be capable of some dangerous outbreak.


For a time the twins’ variance was marked, on Sweyn’s part by an air of rigid indifference, on Christian’s by heavy downcast silence, and a nervous apprehensive observation of his brother. Superadded to his remorse and foreboding, Sweyn’s displeasure weighed upon him intolerably, and the remembrance of their violent rupture was a ceaseless misery. The elder brother, self-sufficient and insensitive, could little know how deeply his unkindness stabbed. A depth and force of affection such as Christian’s was unknown to him. The loyal subservience that he could not appreciate had encouraged him to domineer; this strenuous opposition to his reason and will was accounted as furious malice, if not sheer insanity.


Christian’s surveillance galled him incessantly, and embarrassment and danger he foresaw as the outcome. Therefore, that suspicion might be lulled, he judged it wise to make overtures for peace. Most easily done. A little kindliness, a few evidences of consideration, a slight return of the old brotherly imperiousness, and Christian replied by a gratefulness and relief that might have touched him had he understood all, but instead, increased his secret contempt.


So successful was this finesse, that when, late on a day, a message summoning Christian to a distance was transmitted by Sweyn, no doubt of its genuineness occurred. When, his errand proved useless, he set out to return, mistake or misapprehension was all that he surmised. Not till he sighted the homestead, lying low between the night-gray snow ridges, did vivid recollection of the time when he had tracked that horror to the door rouse an intense dread, and with it a hardly-defined suspicion.


His grasp tightened on the bear-spear that he carried as a staff; every sense was alert, every muscle strung; excitement urged him on, caution checked him, and the two governed his long stride, swiftly, noiselessly, to the climax he felt was at hand.


As he drew near to the outer gates, a light shadow stirred and went, as though the gray of the snow had taken detached motion. A darker shadow stayed and faced Christian, striking his lifeblood chill with utmost despair.


Sweyn stood before him, and surely, the shadow that went was White Fell.


They had been together — close. Had she not been in his arms, near enough for lips to meet?


There was no moon, but the stars gave light enough to show that Sweyn’s face was flushed and elate. The flush remained, though the expression changed quickly at sight of his brother. How, if Christian had seen all, should one of his frenzied outbursts be met and managed: by resolution? by indifference? He halted between the two, and as a result, he swaggered.


“White Fell?” questioned Christian, hoarse and breathless.


“Yes?”


Sweyn’s answer was a query, with an intonation that implied he was clearing the ground for action.


From Christian came: “Have you kissed her?” like a bolt direct, staggering Sweyn by its sheer prompt temerity.


He flushed yet darker, and yet half-smiled over this earnest of success he had won. Had there been really between himself and Christian the rivalry that he imagined, his face had enough of the insolence of triumph to exasperate jealous rage.


“You dare ask this!”


“Sweyn, O Sweyn, I must know! You have!”


The ring of despair and anguish in his tone angered Sweyn, misconstruing it. Jealousy urging to such presumption was intolerable.


“Mad fool!” he said, constraining himself no longer. “Win for yourself a woman to kiss. Leave mine without question. Such an one as I should desire to kiss is such an one as shall never allow a kiss to you.”


Then Christian fully understood his supposition.


“I — I!” he cried. “White Fell — that deadly Thing! Sweyn, are you blind, mad? I would save you from her: a Were-Wolf!”


Sweyn maddened again at the accusation — a dastardly way of revenge, as he conceived; and instantly, for the second time, the brothers were at strife violently.


But Christian was now too desperate to be scrupulous; for a dim glimpse had shot a possibility into his mind, and to be free to follow it the striking of his brother was a necessity. Thank God! he was armed, and so Sweyn’s equal.


Facing his assailant with the bear-spear, he struck up his arms, and with the butt end hit hard so that he fell. The matchless runner leapt away on the instant, to follow a forlorn hope. Sweyn, on regaining his feet, was as amazed as angry at this unaccountable flight. He knew in his heart that his brother was no coward, and that it was unlike him to shrink from an encounter because defeat was certain, and cruel humiliation from a vindictive victor probable. Of the uselessness of pursuit he was well aware: he must abide his chagrin, content to know that his time for advantage would come. Since White Fell had parted to the right, Christian to the left, the event of a sequent encounter did not occur to him. And now Christian, acting on the dim glimpse he had had, just as Sweyn turned upon him, of something that moved against the sky along the ridge behind the homestead, was staking his only hope on a chance, and his own superlative speed. If what he saw was really White Fell, he guessed she was bending her steps towards the open wastes; and there was just a possibility that, by a straight dash, and a desperate perilous leap over a sheer bluff, he might yet meet her or head her. And then: he had no further thought.


It was past, the quick, fierce race, and the chance of death at the leap; and he halted in a hollow to fetch his breath and to look: did she come? had she gone?


She came.


She came with a smooth, gliding, noiseless speed, that was neither walking nor running; her arms were folded in her furs that were drawn tight about her body; the white lappets from her head were wrapped and knotted closely beneath her face; her eyes were set on a far distance. So she went till the even sway of her going was startled to a pause by Christian.


“Fell!”


She drew a quick, sharp breath at the sound of her name thus mutilated, and faced Sweyn’s brother. Her eyes glittered; her upper lip was lifted, and shewed the teeth. The half of her name, impressed with an ominous sense as uttered by him, warned her of the aspect of a deadly foe. Yet she cast loose her robes till they trailed ample, and spoke as a mild woman.


“What would you?”


Then Christian answered with his solemn dreadful accusation:


“You kissed Rol — and Rol is dead! You kissed Trella: she is dead! You have kissed Sweyn, my brother; but he shall not die!”


He added: “You may live till midnight.”


The edge of the teeth and the glitter of the eyes stayed a moment, and her right hand also slid down to the axe haft. Then, without a word, she swerved from him, and sprang out and away swiftly over the snow.


And Christian sprang out and away, and followed her swiftly over the snow, keeping behind, but half-a-stride’s length from her side.


So they went running together, silent, towards the vast wastes of snow, where no living thing but they two moved under the stars of night.


Never before had Christian so rejoiced in his powers. The gift of speed, and the training of use and endurance were priceless to him now. Though midnight was hours away, he was confident that, go where that Fell Thing would, hasten as she would, she could not outstrip him nor escape from him. Then, when came the time for transformation, when the woman’s form made no longer a shield against a man’s hand, he could slay or be slain to save Sweyn. He had struck his dear brother in dire extremity, but he could not, though reason urged, strike a woman.


For one mile, for two miles they ran: White Fell ever foremost, Christian ever at equal distance from her side, so near that, now and again, her out-flying furs touched him. She spoke no word; nor he. She never turned her head to look at him, nor swerved to evade him; but, with set face looking forward, sped straight on, over rough, over smooth, aware of his nearness by the regular beat of his feet, and the sound of his breath behind.


In a while she quickened her pace. From the first, Christian had judged of her speed as admirable, yet with exulting security in his own excelling and enduring whatever her efforts. But, when the pace increased, he found himself put to the test as never had he been before in any race. Her feet, indeed, flew faster than his; it was only by his length of stride that he kept his place at her side. But his heart was high and resolute, and he did not fear failure yet.


So the desperate race flew on. Their feet struck up the powdery snow, their breath smoked into the sharp clear air, and they were gone before the air was cleared of snow and vapor. Now and then Christian glanced up to judge, by the rising of the stars, of the coming of midnight. So long — so long!


White Fell held on without slack. She, it was evident, with confidence in her speed proving matchless, as resolute to outrun her pursuer as he to endure till midnight and fulfill his purpose. And Christian held on, still self-assured. He could not fail; he would not fail. To avenge Rol and Trella was motive enough for him to do what man could do; but for Sweyn more. She had kissed Sweyn, but he should not die too: with Sweyn to save he could not fail.


Never before was such a race as this; no, not when in old Greece man and maid raced together with two fates at stake; for the hard running was sustained unabated, while star after star rose and went wheeling up towards midnight, for one hour, for two hours.


Then Christian saw and heard what shot him through with fear. Where a fringe of trees hung round a slope he saw something dark moving, and heard a yelp, followed by a full horrid cry, and the dark spread out upon the snow, a pack of wolves in pursuit.


Of the beasts alone he had little cause for fear; at the pace he held he could distance them, four-footed though they were. But of White Fell’s wiles he had infinite apprehension, for how might she not avail herself of the savage jaws of these wolves, akin as they were to half her nature. She vouchsafed to them nor look nor sign; but Christian, on an impulse to assure himself that she should not escape him, caught and held the back-flung edge of her furs, running still.


She turned like a flash with a beastly snarl, teeth and eyes gleaming again. Her axe shone, on the upstroke, on the downstroke, as she hacked at his hand. She had lopped it off at the wrist, but that he parried with the bear-spear. Even then, she shore through the shaft and shattered the bones of the hand at the same blow, so that he loosed perforce.


Then again they raced on as before, Christian not losing a pace, though his left hand swung useless, bleeding and broken.


The snarl, indubitable, though modified from a woman’s organs, the vicious fury revealed in teeth and eyes, the sharp arrogant pain of her maiming blow, caught away Christian’s heed of the beasts behind, by striking into him close vivid realization of the infinitely greater danger that ran before him in that deadly Thing.


When he bethought him to look behind, lo! the pack had but reached their tracks, and instantly slunk aside, cowed; the yell of pursuit changing to yelps and whines. So abhorrent was that fell creature to beast as to man.


She had drawn her furs more closely to her, disposing them so that, instead of flying loose to her heels, no drapery hung lower than her knees, and this without a check to her wonderful speed, nor embarrassment by the cumbering of the folds. She held her head as before; her lips were firmly set, only the tense nostrils gave her breath; not a sign of distress witnessed to the long sustaining of that terrible speed.


But on Christian by now the strain was telling palpably. His head weighed heavy, and his breath came laboring in great sobs; the bear spear would have been a burden now. His heart was beating like a hammer, but such a dullness oppressed his brain, that it was only by degrees he could realize his helpless state; wounded and weaponless, chasing that terrible Thing, that was a fierce, desperate, axe-armed woman, except she should assume the beast with fangs yet more formidable.


And still the far slow stars went lingering nearly an hour from midnight.


So far was his brain astray that an impression took him that she was fleeing from the midnight stars, whose gain was by such slow degrees that a time equaling days and days had gone in the race round the northern circle of the world, and days and days as long might last before the end — except she slackened, or except he failed.


But he would not fail yet.


How long had he been praying so? He had started with a self-confidence and reliance that had felt no need for that aid; and now it seemed the only means by which to restrain his heart from swelling beyond the compass of his body, by which to cherish his brain from dwindling and shriveling quite away. Some sharp-toothed creature kept tearing and dragging on his maimed left hand; he never could see it, he could not shake it off; but he prayed it off at times.


The clear stars before him took to shuddering, and he knew why: they shuddered at sight of what was behind him. He had never divined before that strange things hid themselves from men under pretense of being snow-clad mounds or swaying trees; but now they came slipping out from their harmless covers to follow him, and mock at his impotence to make a kindred Thing resolve to truer form. He knew the air behind him was thronged; he heard the hum of innumerable murmurings together; but his eyes could never catch them, they were too swift and nimble. Yet he knew they were there, because, on a backward glance, he saw the snow mounds surge as they grovelled flatlings out of sight; he saw the trees reel as they screwed themselves rigid past recognition among the boughs.


And after such glance the stars for awhile returned to steadfastness, and an infinite stretch of silence froze upon the chill gray world, only deranged by the swift even beat of the flying feet, and his own — slower from the longer stride, and the sound of his breath. And for some clear moments he knew that his only concern was, to sustain his speed regardless of pain and distress, to deny with every nerve he had her power to outstrip him or to widen the space between them, till the stars crept up to midnight. Then out again would come that crowd invisible, humming and hustling behind, dense and dark enough, he knew, to blot out the stars at his back, yet ever skipping and jerking from his sight.


A hideous check came to the race. White Fell swirled about and leapt to the right, and Christian, unprepared for so prompt a lurch, found close at his feet a deep pit yawning, and his own impetus past control. But he snatched at her as he bore past, clasping her right arm with his one whole hand, and the two swung together upon the brink.


And her straining away in self preservation was vigorous enough to counter-balance his headlong impulse, and brought them reeling together to safety.


Then, before he was verily sure that they were not to perish so, crashing down, he saw her gnashing in wild pale fury as she wrenched to be free; and since her right hand was in his grasp, used her axe left-handed, striking back at him.


The blow was effectual enough even so; his right arm dropped powerless, gashed, and with the lesser bone broken, that jarred with horrid pain when he let it swing as he leaped out again, and ran to recover the few feet she had gained from his pause at the shock.


The near escape and this new quick pain made again every faculty alive and intense. He knew that what he followed was most surely Death animate: wounded and helpless, he was utterly at her mercy if so she should realize and take action. Hopeless to avenge, hopeless to save, his very despair for Sweyn swept him on to follow, and follow, and precede the kiss — doomed to death. Could he yet fail to hunt that Thing past midnight, out of the womanly form alluring and treacherous, into lasting restraint of the bestial, which was the last shred of hope left from the confident purpose of the outset?


“Sweyn, Sweyn, O Sweyn!” He thought he was praying, though his heart wrung out nothing but this: “Sweyn, Sweyn, O Sweyn!”


The last hour from midnight had lost half its quarters, and the stars went lifting up the great minutes; and again his greatening heart, and his shrinking brain, and the sickening agony that swung at either side, conspired to appall the will that had only seeming empire over his feet.


Now White Fell’s body was so closely enveloped that not a lap nor an edge flew free. She stretched forward strangely aslant, leaning from the upright poise of a runner. She cleared the ground at times by long bounds, gaining an increase of speed that Christian agonized to equal.


Because the stars pointed that the end was nearing, the black brood came behind again, and followed, noising. Ah! if they could but be kept quiet and still, nor slip their usual harmless masks to encourage with their interest the last speed of their most deadly congener. What shape had they? Should he ever know? If it were not that he was bound to compel the fell Thing that ran before him into her truer form, he might face about and follow them. No — no — not so; if he might do anything but what he did — race, race, and racing bear this agony, he would just stand still and die, to be quit of the pain of breathing.


He grew bewildered, uncertain of his own identity, doubting of his own true form. He could not be really a man, no more than that running Thing was really a woman; his real form was only hidden under embodiment of a man, but what it was he did not know. And Sweyn’s real form he did not know. Sweyn lay fallen at his feet, where he had struck him down — his own brother — he: he stumbled over him, and had to overleap him and race harder because she who had kissed Sweyn leapt so fast. “Sweyn, Sweyn, O Sweyn!”


Why did the stars stop to shudder? Midnight else had surely come!


The leaning, leaping Thing looked back at him with a wild, fierce look, and laughed in savage scorn and triumph. He saw in a flash why, for within a time measurable by seconds she would have escaped him utterly. As the land lay, a slope of ice sunk on the one hand; on the other hand a steep rose, shouldering forwards; between the two was space for a foot to be planted, but none for a body to stand; yet a juniper bough, thrusting out, gave a handhold secure enough for one with a resolute grasp to swing past the perilous place, and pass on safe.


Though the first seconds of the last moment were going, she dared to flash back a wicked look, and laugh at the pursuer who was impotent to grasp.


The crisis struck convulsive life into his last supreme effort; his will surged up indomitable, his speed proved matchless yet. He leapt with a rush, passed her before her laugh had time to go out, and turned short, barring the way, and braced to withstand her.


She came hurling desperate, with a feint to the right hand, and then launched herself upon him with a spring like a wild beast when it leaps to kill. And he, with one strong arm and a hand that could not hold, with one strong hand and an arm that could not guide and sustain, he caught and held her even so. And they fell together. And because he felt his whole arm slipping, and his whole hand loosing, to slack the dreadful agony of the wrenched bone above, he caught and held with his teeth the tunic at her knee, as she struggled up and wrung off his hands to overleap him victorious.


Like lightning she snatched her axe, and struck him on the neck, deep — once, twice — his lifeblood gushed out, staining her feet.


The stars touched midnight.


The death scream he heard was not his, for his set teeth had hardly yet relaxed when it rang out; and the dreadful cry began with a woman’s shriek, and changed and ended as the yell of a beast. And before the final blank overtook his dying eyes, he saw that She gave place to It; he saw more, that Life gave place to Death — causelessly, incomprehensibly.


For he did not presume that no holy water could be more holy, more potent to destroy an evil thing than the lifeblood of a pure heart poured out for another in free willing devotion.


His own true hidden reality that he had desired to know grew palpable, recognizable. It seemed to him just this: a great glad abounding hope that he had saved his brother; too expansive to be contained by the limited form of a sole man, it yearned for a new embodiment infinite as the stars.


What did it matter to that true reality that the man’s brain shrank, shrank, till it was nothing; that the man’s body could not retain the huge pain of his heart, and heaved it out through the red exit riven at the neck; that the black noise came again hurtling from behind, reinforced by that dissolved shape, and blotted out forever the man’s sight, hearing, sense.


•   •   •   •   •


In the early gray of day Sweyn chanced upon the footprints of a man — of a runner, as he saw by the shifted snow; and the direction they had taken aroused curiosity, since a little farther their line must be crossed by the edge of a sheer height. He turned to trace them. And so doing, the length of the stride struck his attention — a stride long as his own if he ran. He knew he was following Christian.


In his anger he had hardened himself to be indifferent to the night-long absence of his brother; but now, seeing where the footsteps went, he was seized with compunction and dread. He had failed to give thought and care to his poor frantic twin, who might — was it possible? — have rushed to a frantic death.


His heart stood still when he came to the place where the leap had been taken. A piled edge of snow had fallen too, and nothing but snow lay below when he peered. Along the upper edge he ran for a furlong, till he came to a dip where he could slip and climb down, and then back again on the lower level to the pile of fallen snow. There he saw that the vigorous running had started afresh.


He stood pondering; vexed that any man should have taken that leap where he had not ventured to follow; vexed that he had been beguiled to such painful emotions; guessing vainly at Christian’s object in this mad freak. He began sauntering along, half unconsciously following his brother’s track; and so in a while he came to the place where the footprints were doubled.


Small prints were these others, small as a woman’s, though the pace from one to another was longer than that which the skirts of women allow.


Did not White Fell tread so?


A dreadful guess appalled him, so dreadful that he recoiled from belief. Yet his face grew ashy white, and he gasped to fetch back motion to his checked heart. Unbelievable? Closer attention showed how the smaller footfall had altered for greater speed, striking into the snow with a deeper onset and a lighter pressure on the heels. Unbelievable? Could any woman but White Fell run so? Could any man but Christian run so? The guess became a certainty. He was following where alone in the dark night White Fell had fled from Christian pursuing.


Such villainy set heart and brain on fire with rage and indignation: such villainy in his own brother, till lately love-worthy, praiseworthy, though a fool for meekness. He would kill Christian; had he lives many as the footprints he had trodden, vengeance should demand them all. In a tempest of murderous hate he followed on in haste, for the track was plain enough, starting with such a burst of speed as could not be maintained, but brought him back soon to a plod for the spent, sobbing breath to be regulated. He cursed Christian aloud and called White Fell’s name on high in a frenzied expense of passion. His grief itself was a rage, being such an intolerable anguish of pity and shame at the thought of his love, White Fell, who had parted from his kiss free and radiant, to be hounded straightway by his brother mad with jealousy, fleeing for more than life while her lover was housed at his ease. If he had but known, he raved, in impotent rebellion at the cruelty of events, if he had but known that his strength and love might have availed in her defense; now the only service to her that he could render was to kill Christian.


As a woman he knew she was matchless in speed, matchless in strength; but Christian was matchless in speed among men, nor easily to be matched in strength. Brave and swift and strong though she were, what chance had she against a man of his strength and inches, frantic, too, and intent on horrid revenge against his brother, his successful rival?


Mile after mile he followed with a bursting heart; more piteous, more tragic, seemed the case at this evidence of White Fell’s splendid supremacy, holding her own so long against Christian’s famous speed. So long, so long that his love and admiration grew more and more boundless, and his grief and indignation therewith also. Whenever the track lay clear he ran, with such reckless prodigality of strength, that it soon was spent, and he dragged on heavily, till, sometimes on the ice of a mere, sometimes on a wind-swept place, all signs were lost; but, so undeviating had been their line that a course straight on, and then short questing to either hand, recovered them again.


Hour after hour had gone by through more than half that winter day, before ever he came to the place where the trampled snow showed that a scurry of feet had come — and gone! Wolves’ feet — and gone most amazingly! Only a little beyond he came to the lopped point of Christian’s bear-spear; farther on he would see where the remnant of the useless shaft had been dropped. The snow here was dashed with blood, and the footsteps of the two had fallen closer together. Some hoarse sound of exultation came from him that might have been a laugh had breath sufficed. “O White Fell, my poor, brave love! Well struck!” he groaned, torn by his pity and great admiration, as he guessed surely how she had turned and dealt a blow.


The sight of the blood inflamed him as it might a beast that ravens. He grew mad with a desire to have Christian by the throat once again, not to loose this time till he had crushed out his life, or beat out his life, or stabbed out his life; or all these, and torn him piecemeal likewise: and ah! then, not till then, bleed his heart with weeping, like a child, like a girl, over the piteous fate of his poor lost love.


On — on — on — through the aching time, toiling and straining in the track of those two superb runners, aware of the marvel of their endurance, but unaware of the marvel of their speed, that, in the three hours before midnight had overpassed all that vast distance that he could only traverse from twilight to twilight. For clear daylight was passing when he came to the edge of an old marl-pit, and saw how the two who had gone before had stamped and trampled together in desperate peril on the verge. And here fresh blood stains spoke to him of a valiant defense against his infamous brother; and he followed where the blood had dripped till the cold had staunched its flow, taking a savage gratification from this evidence that Christian had been gashed deeply, maddening afresh with desire to do likewise more excellently, and so slake his murderous hate. And he began to know that through all his despair he had entertained a germ of hope, that grew apace, rained upon by his brother’s blood.


He strove on as best he might, wrung now by an access of hope, now of despair, in agony to reach the end, however terrible, sick with the aching of the toiled miles that deferred it.


And the light went lingering out of the sky, giving place to uncertain stars.


He came to the finish.


Two bodies lay in a narrow place. Christian’s was one, but the other beyond not White Fell’s. There where the footsteps ended lay a great white wolf.


At the sight Sweyn’s strength was blasted; body and soul he was struck down grovelling.


The stars had grown sure and intense before he stirred from where he had dropped prone. Very feebly he crawled to his dead brother, and laid his hands upon him, and crouched so, afraid to look or stir farther.


Cold, stiff, hours dead. Yet the dead body was his only shelter and stay in that most dreadful hour. His soul, stripped bare of all skeptic comfort, cowered, shivering, naked, abject; and the living clung to the dead out of piteous need for grace from the soul that had passed away.


He rose to his knees, lifting the body. Christian had fallen face forward in the snow, with his arms flung up and wide, and so had the frost made him rigid: strange, ghastly, unyielding to Sweyn’s lifting, so that he laid him down again and crouched above, with his arms fast round him, and a low heart-wrung groan.


When at last he found force to raise his brother’s body and gather it in his arms, tight clasped to his breast, he tried to face the Thing that lay beyond. The sight set his limbs in a palsy with horror and dread. His senses had failed and fainted in utter cowardice, but for the strength that came from holding dead Christian in his arms, enabling him to compel his eyes to endure the sight, and take into the brain the complete aspect of the Thing. No wound, only blood stains on the feet. The great grim jaws had a savage grin, though dead-stiff. And his kiss: he could bear it no longer, and turned away, nor ever looked again.


And the dead man in his arms, knowing the full horror, had followed and faced it for his sake; had suffered agony and death for his sake; in the neck was the deep death gash, one arm and both hands were dark with frozen blood, for his sake! Dead he knew him, as in life he had not known him, to give the right meed of love and worship. Because the outward man lacked perfection and strength equal to his, he had taken the love and worship of that great pure heart as his due; he, so unworthy in the inner reality, so mean, so despicable, callous, and contemptuous towards the brother who had laid down his life to save him. He longed for utter annihilation, that so he might lose the agony of knowing himself so unworthy such perfect love. The frozen calm of death on the face appalled him. He dared not touch it with lips that had cursed so lately, with lips fouled by kiss of the horror that had been death.


He struggled to his feet, still clasping Christian. The dead man stood upright within his arm, frozen rigid. The eyes were not quite closed; the head had stiffened, bowed slightly to one side; the arms stayed straight and wide. It was the figure of one crucified, the blood-stained hands also conforming.


So living and dead went back along the track that one had passed in the deepest passion of love, and one in the deepest passion of hate. All that night Sweyn toiled through the snow, bearing the weight of dead Christian, treading back along the steps he before had trodden, when he was wronging with vilest thoughts, and cursing with murderous hatred, the brother who all the while lay dead for his sake.


Cold, silence, darkness encompassed the strong man bowed with the dolorous burden; and yet he knew surely that that night he entered hell, and trod hellfire along the homeward road, and endured through it only because Christian was with him. And he knew surely that to him Christian had been as Christ, and had suffered and died to save him from his sins.
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A la joyeuse Messe noire.
 [To the joyful Black Mass.]





“Not that I like it, but one does feel so much better after it — oh, thank you, Mère Yvonne, yes just a little drop more.” So the old crones fell to drinking their hot brandy and water (although of course they only took it medicinally, as a remedy for their rheumatics,) all seated round the big fire and Mère Pinquèle continued her story.


“Oh, yes, then when they get to the top of the hill, there is an altar with six candles quite black and a sort of something in between, that nobody sees quite clearly and the old black ram with the man’s face and long horns begins to say Mass in a sort of gibberish nobody understands, and two black strange things like monkeys glide about with the book and the cruets — and there’s music too, such music. There are things the top half like black cats, and the bottom part like men only their legs are all covered with close black hair, and they play on the bagpipes, and when they come to the elevation, then—” Amid the old crones there was lying on the hearth-rug, before the fire, a boy, whose large lovely eyes dilated and whose limbs quivered in the very ecstasy of terror.


“Is that all true, Mère Pinquèle?” he said.


“Oh, quite true, and not only that, the best part is yet to come; for they take a child and — .” Here Mère Pinquèle showed her fang-like teeth.


“Oh! Mère Pinquèle, are you a witch too?”


“Silence, Gabriel,” said Mère Yvonne, “how can you say anything so wicked? Why bless me, the boy ought to have been in bed ages ago.”


Just then all shuddered, and all made the sign of the cross except Mère Pinquèle, for they heard that most dreadful of dreadful sounds — the howl of a wolf, which begins with three sharp barks and then lifts itself up in a long protracted wail of commingled cruelty and despair, and at last subsides into a whispered growl fraught with eternal malice.


There was a forest and a village and a brook, the village was on one side of the brook, none had dared to cross to the other side. Where the village was, all was green and glad and fertile and fruitful; on the other side the trees never put forth green leaves, and a dark shadow hung over it even at noonday and in the night-time one could hear the wolves howling — the were-wolves and the wolf-men and the men-wolves; and those very wicked men who for nine days in every year are turned into wolves; but on the green side no wolf was ever seen, and only one little running brook like a silver streak flowed between.


It was spring now and the old crones sat no longer by the fire but before their cottages sunning themselves, and everyone felt so happy that they ceased to tell stories of the “other side.” But Gabriel wandered by the brook as he was wont to wander, drawn thither by some strange attraction mingled with intense horror.


His schoolfellows did not like Gabriel; all laughed and jeered at him, because he was less cruel and more gentle of nature than the rest, and even as a rare and beautiful bird escaped from a cage is hacked to death by the common sparrows, so was Gabriel among his fellows. Everyone wondered how Mère Yvonne, that buxom and worthy matron, could have produced a son like this, with strange dreamy eyes, who was as they said “pas comme les autres gamins.” [not like the other kids] His only friends were the Abbé Félicien whose Mass he served each morning, and one little girl called Carmeille, who loved him, no one could make out why.


The sun had already set, Gabriel still wandered by the brook, filled with vague terror and irresistible fascination. The sun set and the moon rose, the full moon; very large and very clear, and the moonlight flooded the forest both this side and “the other side,” and just on the “other side” of the brook, hanging over, Gabriel saw a large deep blue flower, whose strange intoxicating perfume reached him and fascinated him even where he stood.


“If I could only make one step across,” he thought, “nothing could harm me if I only plucked that one flower, and nobody would know I had been over at all,” for the villagers looked with hatred and suspicion on anyone who was said to have crossed to the “other side,” so summing up courage he leapt lightly to the other side of the brook. Then the moon breaking from a cloud shone with unusual brilliance, and he saw, stretching before him, long reaches of the same strange blue flowers each one lovelier than the last, till, not being able to make up his mind which one flower to take or whether to take several, he went on and on, and the moon shone very brightly and a strange unseen bird, somewhat like a nightingale, but louder and lovelier, sang, and his heart was filled with longing for he knew not what, and the moon shone and the nightingale sang.


But on a sudden a black cloud covered the moon entirely and all was black, utter darkness, and through the darkness he heard wolves howling and shrieking in the hideous ardor of the chase, and there passed before him a horrible procession of wolves (black wolves with red fiery eyes), and with them men that had the heads of wolves and wolves that had the heads of men, and above them flew owls (black owls with red fiery eyes), and bats and long serpentine black things, and last of all seated on an enormous black ram with hideous human face, the wolf-keeper on whose face was eternal shadows but they continued their horrid chase and passed him by and when they had passed the moon shone out more beautiful than ever, and the strange nightingale sang again, and the strange intense blue flowers were in long reaches in front to the right and to the left.


But one thing was there which had not been before, among the deep blue flowers walked one with long gleaming golden hair, and she turned once round and her eyes were of the same color as the strange blue flowers, and she walked on and Gabriel could not choose but follow. But when a cloud passed over the moon he saw no beautiful woman but a wolf, so in utter terror he turned and fled, plucking one of the strange blue flowers on the way and leapt again over the brook and ran home.


When he got home, Gabriel could not resist showing his treasure to his mother, though he knew she would not appreciate it; but when she saw the strange blue flower, Mère Yvonne turned pale and said, “Why child, where hast thou been? sure it is the witch flower”; and so saying she snatched it from him and cast it into the corner, and immediately all its beauty and strange fragrance faded from it and it looked charred as though it had been burnt. So Gabriel sat down silently and rather sulkily and having eaten no supper went up to bed, but he did not sleep but waited and waited till all was quiet within the house. Then he crept downstairs in his long white nightshirt and bare feet on the square cold stones and picked hurriedly up the charred and faded flower and put it in his warm bosom next his heart, and immediately the flower bloomed again lovelier than ever, and he fell into a deep sleep, but through his sleep he seemed to hear a soft low voice singing underneath his window in a strange language (in which the subtle sounds melted into one another), but he could distinguish no word except his own name.


When he went forth in the morning to serve Mass, he still kept the flower with him next his heart. Now when the priest began Mass and said “Intriobo ad altare Dei,” [I will enter the altar of God] then said Gabriel “Qui nequiquam laetificavit juventutem meam.” [Who in vain made my youth happy] And the Abbé Félicien turned round on hearing this strange response, and he saw the boy’s face deadly pale, his eyes fixed and his limbs rigid, and as the priest looked on him Gabriel fell fainting to the floor, so the sacristan had to carry him home and seek another acolyte for the Abbé Félicien.


Now when the Abbé Félicien came to see after him, Gabriel felt strangely reluctant to say anything about the blue flower, and for the first time he deceived the priest.


In the afternoon as sunset drew nigh he felt better and Carmeille came to see him and begged him to go out with her into the fresh air. So they went out hand in hand, the dark haired, gazelle-eyed boy, and the fair wavy haired girl, and something, he knew not what, led his steps (half knowingly and yet not so, for he could not but walk thither) to the brook, and they sat down together on the bank


Gabriel thought at least he might tell his secret to Carmeille, so he took out the flower from his bosom and said, “Look here, Carmeille, hast thou seen ever so lovely a flower as this?” but Carmeille turned pale and faint and said, “Oh, Gabriel what is this flower? I but touched it and I felt something strange come over me. No, no, I don’t like its perfume, no there’s something not quite right about it, oh, dear Gabriel, do let me throw it away,” and before he had time to answer, she cast it from her, and again all its beauty and fragrance went from it and it looked charred as though it had been burnt. But suddenly where the flower had been thrown on this side of the brook, there appeared a wolf, which stood and looked at the children.


Carmeille said, “What shall we do,” and clung to Gabriel, but the wolf looked at them very steadfastly and Gabriel recognized in the eyes of the wolf the strange deep intense blue eyes of the wolf-woman he had seen on the “other side,” so he said, “Stay here, dear Carmeille, see she is looking gently at us and will not hurt us.”


“But it is a wolf,” said Carmeille, and quivered all over with fear but again Gabriel said languidly, “She will not hurt us.” Then Carmeille seized Gabriel’s hand in an agony of terror and dragged him along with her till they reached the village, where she gave the alarm and all the lads of the village gathered together. They had never seen a wolf on this side of the brook, so they excited themselves greatly and arranged a grand wolf hunt for the morrow, but Gabriel sat silently apart and said no word.


That night Gabriel could not sleep at all nor could he bring himself to say his prayers; but he sat in his little room by the window with his shirt open at the throat and the strange blue flower at his heart and again this night he heard a voice singing beneath his window in the same soft, subtle, liquid language as before—



Ma zála liral va jé


Cwamûlo zhajéla je


Cárma urádi el java


Járma, symai, — carmé —


Zhála javály thra je


al vú al vlaûde va azré


Safralje vairálje va já?


Cárma serâja


Lâja lâja


Luzhà!




and as he looked he could see the silvern shadows slide on the glimmering light of golden hair, and the strange eyes gleaming dark blue through the night and it seemed to him that he could not but follow, so he walked half clad and bare foot as he was with eyes fixed as in a dream silently down the stairs and out into the night


And ever and again she turned to look on him with her strange blue eyes full of tenderness and passion and sadness beyond the sadness of things human — and as he foreknew his steps led him to the brink of the brook Then she, taking his hand, familiarly said, “Won’t you help me over Gabriel?”


Then it seemed to him as though he had known her all his life — so he went with her to the “other side” but he saw no one by him; and looking again beside him there were two wolves. In a frenzy of terror, he (who had never thought to kill any living thing before) seized a log of wood lying by and smote one of the wolves on the head.


Immediately he saw the wolf-woman again at his side with blood streaming from her forehead, staining her wonderful golden hair, and with eyes looking at him with infinite reproach, she said — “Who did this?”


Then she whispered a few words to the other wolf, which leapt over the brook and made its way towards the village, and turning again towards him she said, “Oh Gabriel, how could you strike me, who would have loved you so long and so well.” Then it seemed to him again as though he had known her all his life but he felt dazed and said nothing — but she gathered a dark green strangely shaped leaf and holding it to her forehead she said — “Gabriel, kiss the place all will be well again,” So he kissed as she had bidden him and he felt the salt taste of blood in his mouth and then he knew no more.


•   •   •   •   •


Again he saw the wolf-keeper with his horrible troupe around him, but this time not engaged in the chase but sitting in strange conclave in a circle and the black owls sat in the trees and the black bats hung downwards from the branches. Gabriel stood alone in the middle with a hundred wicked eyes fixed on him. They seemed to deliberate about what should be done with him, speaking in that same strange tongue which he had heard in the songs beneath his window. Suddenly he felt a hand pressing in his and saw the mysterious wolf-woman by his side. Then began what seemed a kind of incantation where human or half human creatures seemed to howl, and beasts to speak with human speech but in the unknown tongue. Then the wolf-keeper whose face was ever veiled in shadow spake some words in a voice that seemed to come from afar off, but all he could distinguish was his own name Gabriel and her name Lilith. Then he felt arms enlacing him—


Gabriel awoke — in his own room — so it was a dream after all — but what a dreadful dream. Yes, but was it his own room? Of course there was his coat hanging over the chair — yes but — the Crucifix — where was the Crucifix and the benetier [holy water basin] and the consecrated palm branch and the antique image of Our Lady perpetuae salutis, with the little ever-burning lamp before it, before which he placed every day the flowers he had gathered, yet had not dared to place the blue flower —


Every morning he lifted his still dream-laden eyes to it and said Ave Maria and made the sign of the cross, which bringeth peace to the soul — but how horrible, how maddening, it was not there, not at all. No surely he could not be awake, at least not quite awake, he would make the benedictive sign and he would be freed from this tearful illusion — yes but the sign, he would make the sign — oh, but what was the sign? Had he forgotten? or was his arm paralyzed? No he could not move. Then he had forgotten — and the prayer — he must remember that A — vae — nunc — mortis — fructus. [Alas, now the fruit of death] No surely it did not run thus — but something like it surely — yes, he was awake — he could move at any rate — he would reassure himself — he would get up — he would see the gray old church with the exquisitely pointed gables bathed in the light of dawn, and presently the deep solemn bell would toll and he would run down and don his red cassock and lace-worked surplice and light the tall candles on the altar and wait reverently to vest the good and gracious Abbé Félicien, kissing each vestment as he lifted it with reverent hands.


But surely this was not the light of dawn; it was like sunset! He leapt from his small white bed, and a vague terror came over him, he trembled and had to hold on to the chair before he reached the window. No, the solemn spires of the gray church were not to be seen — he was in the depths of the forest, but in a part he had never seen before — but surely he had explored every part, it must be the “other side.” To terror succeeded a languor and lassitude not without charm — passivity, acquiescence, indulgence — he felt, as it were, the strong caress of another will flowing over him like water and clothing him with invisible hands in an impalpable garment, so he dressed himself almost mechanically and walked downstairs, the same stairs it seemed to him down which it was his wont to run and spring. The broad square stones seemed singularly beautiful and iridescent with many strange colors — how was it he had never noticed this before — but he was gradually losing the power of wondering — he entered the room below — the wonted coffee and bread-rolls were on the table.


“Why Gabriel, how late you are today.” The voice was very sweet but the intonation strange — and there sat Lilith, the mysterious wolf-woman, her glittering gold hair tied in a loose knot and an embroidery whereon she was tracing strange serpentine patterns, lay over the lap of her maize colored garment — and she looked at Gabriel steadfastly with her wonderful dark blue eyes and said, “Why, Gabriel, you are late today,” and Gabriel answered, “I was tired yesterday, give me some coffee.”


•   •   •   •   •


A dream within a dream — yes, he had known her all his life, and they dwelt together, had they not always done so? And she would take him through the glades of the forest and gather for him flowers, such as he had never seen before, and tell him stories in her strange, low deep voice, which seemed ever to be accompanied by the faint vibration of strings, looking at him fixedly the while with her marvelous blue eyes.


•   •   •   •   •


Little by little the flame of vitality which burned within him seemed to grow fainter and fainter, and his lithe lissom limbs waxed languorous and luxurious — yet was he ever filled with a languid content and a will not his own perpetually overshadowed him.


One day in their wanderings he saw a strange dark blue flower like unto the eyes of Lilith, and a sudden half remembrance flashed through his mind.


“What is this blue flower?” he said, and Lilith shuddered and said nothing; but as they went a little further there was a brook — the brook he thought, and felt his fetters falling off him, and he prepared to spring over the brook; but Lilith seized him by the arm and held him back with all her strength, and trembling all over she said, “Promise me, Gabriel, that you will not cross over.” But he said, “Tell me what is this blue flower, and why you will not tell me?” And she said, “Look Gabriel at the brook.” And he looked and saw that though it was just like the brook of separation it was not the same, the waters did not flow.


As Gabriel looked steadfastly into the still waters it seemed to him as though he saw voices — some impression of the Vespers for the Dead. “Hei mihi quia incolatus sum,” [Woe to me because I am a stranger] and again “De profundis clamavi ad te” [From the depths I cried out to you.] — oh, that veil, that overshadowing veil! Why could he not hear properly and see, and why did he only remember as one looking through a threefold semi-transparent curtain. Yes they were praying for him — but who were they? He heard again the voice of Lilith in whispered anguish, “Come away!”


Then he said, this time in monotone, “What is this blue flower, and what is its use?”


And the low thrilling voice answered, “It is called ‘lûli uzhûri,’ two drops pressed upon the face of the sleeper and he will sleep.”


He was as a child in her hand and suffered himself to be led from thence, nevertheless he plucked listlessly one or the blue flowers, holding it downwards in his hand. What did she mean? Would the sleeper wake? Would the blue flower leave any stain? Could that stain be wiped off?


But as he lay asleep at early dawn he heard voices from afar oft praying for him — the Abbé Félicien, Carmeille, his mother too, then some familiar words struck his ear: “Libera mea porta inferi.” [Deliver me from the gate of hell] Mass was being said for the repose of his soul, he knew this. No, he could not stay, he would leap over the brook, he knew the way — he had forgotten that the brook did not flow. Ah, but Lilith would know — what should he do? The blue flower — there it lay close by his bedside — he understood now, so he crept very silently to where Lilith lay asleep, her long hair glistening gold, shining like a glory round about her. He pressed two drops on her forehead, she sighed once, and a shade of preternatural anguish passed over her beautiful face. He fled — terror, remorse, and hope tearing his soul and making fleet his feet. He came to the brook — he did not see that the water did not flow — of course it was the brook for separation; one bound, he should be with things human again. He leapt over and—


A change had come over him — what was it? He could not tell — did he walk on all fours? Yes surely. He looked into the brook, whose still waters were fixed as a mirror, and there, horror, he beheld himself; or was it himself? His head and face, yes; but his body transformed to that of a wolf. Even as he looked he heard a sound of hideous mocking laughter behind him. He turned round — there, in a gleam of red lurid light, he saw one whose body was human, but whose head was that of a wolf, with eyes of infinite malice; and, while this hideous being laughed with a loud human laugh, he, essaying to speak, could only utter the prolonged howl of a wolf.


•   •   •   •   •


But we will transfer our thoughts from the alien things on the “other side” to the simple human village where Gabriel used to dwell. Mère Yvonne was not much surprised when Gabriel did not turn up to breakfast — he often did not, so absent-minded was he; this time she said, “I suppose he has gone with the others to the wolf hunt.” Not that Gabriel was given to hunting, but, as she sagely said, “there was no knowing what he might do next.” The boys said, “Of course that muff Gabriel is skulking and hiding himself, he’s afraid to join the wolf hunt; why, he wouldn’t even kill a cat,” for their one notion of excellence was slaughter — so the greater the game the greater the glory. They were chiefly now confined to cats and sparrows, but they all hoped in after time to become generals of armies.


Yet these children had been taught all their life through with the gentle words of Christ — but alas, nearly all the seed falls by the wayside, where it could not bear flower or fruit; how little these know the suffering and bitter anguish or realize the full meaning of the words to those, of whom it is written “Some fell among thorns.”


The wolf hunt was so far a success that they did actually see a wolf, but not a success, as they did not kill it before it leapt over the brook to the “other side,” where, of course, they were afraid to pursue it. No emotion is more inrooted and intense in the minds of common people than hatred and fear of anything “strange”.


Days passed by but Gabriel was nowhere seen — and Mère Yvonne began to see clearly at last how deeply she loved her only son, who was so unlike her that she had thought herself an object of pity to other mothers — the goose and the swan’s egg. People searched and pretended to search, they even went to the length of dragging the ponds, which the boys thought very amusing, as it enabled them to kill a great number of water rats, and Carmeille sat in a corner and cried all day long. Mère Pinquèle also sat in a corner and chuckled and said that she had always said Gabriel would come to no good. The Abbé Félicien looked pale and anxious, but said very little, save to God and those that dwelt with God.


At last, as Gabriel was not there, they supposed he must be nowhere — that is, dead. (Their knowledge of other localities being so limited, that it did not even occur to them to suppose he might be living elsewhere than in the village.) So it was agreed that an empty catafalque should be put up in the church with tall candles round it, and Mère Yvonne said all the prayers that were in her prayer book, beginning at the beginning and ending at the end, regardless of their appropriateness — not even omitting the instructions of the rubrics. And Carmeille sat in the corner of the little side chapel and cried, and cried. And the Abbé Félicien caused the boys to sing the Vespers for the Dead (this did not amuse them so much as dragging the pond), and on the following morning, in the silence of early dawn said the Dirge and the Requiem—and this Gabriel heard.


Then the Abbé Félicien received a message to bring the Holy Viaticum to one sick. So they set forth in solemn procession with great torches, and their way lay along the brook of separation


•   •   •   •   •


Essaying to speak, he could only utter the prolonged howl of a wolf — the most fearful of all bestial sounds. He howled and howled again — perhaps Lilith would hear him! Perhaps she could rescue him? Then he remembered the blue flower — the beginning and end of all his woe. His cries aroused all the denizens of the forest — the wolves, the wolf-men, and the men-wolves. He fled before them in an agony of terror — behind him, seated on the black ram with human face, was the wolf-keeper, whose face was veiled in eternal shadow. Only once he turned to look behind — for among the shrieks and howls of bestial chase he heard one thrilling voice moan with pain. And there among them he beheld Lilith, her body too was that of a wolf, almost hidden in the masses of her glittering golden hair, on her forehead was a stain of blue, like in color to her mysterious eyes, now veiled with tears she could not shed.


•   •   •   •   •


The way of the Most Holy Viaticum lay along the brook of separation. They heard the fearful howlings afar off, the torch bearers turned pale and trembled — but the Abbé Félicien, holding aloft the Ciborium, said “They cannot harm us.”


Suddenly the whole horrid chase came in sight Gabriel sprang over the brook, the Abbé Félicien held the most Blessed Sacrament before him, and his shape was restored to him and he fell down prostrate in adoration. But the Abbé Félicien still held aloft the Sacred Ciborium, and the people fell on their knees in the agony of fear, but the face of the priest seemed to shine with divine effulgence. Then the wolf-keeper held up in his hands the shape of something horrible and inconceivable — a monstrance to the Sacrament of Hell, and three times he raised it, in mockery of the blessed rite of Benediction. And on the third time streams of fire went forth from his fingers, and all the “other side” of the forest took fire, and great darkness was over all.


All who were there and saw and heard it have kept the impress thereof for the rest of their lives — nor till in their death hour was the remembrance thereof absent from their minds. Shrieks, horrible beyond conception, were heard till nightfall — then the rain rained.


The “other side” is harmless now — charred ashes only, but none dares to cross but Gabriel alone — for once a year for nine days a strange madness comes over him.
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SHE

Nay; still amort, my love? — Why dost thou lag?





HE

The strix-owl cried.





SHE

Nay! ’twas yon stream that leaps

Hoarse from the black pines of the Hakel steeps;

Its moon-wild water glittering down the crag.—

Why so aghast, sweetheart? Why dost thou stop?





HE

The Demon Huntsman passed with hooting horn!





SHE

Nay! ’twas the blind wind sweeping through the thorn

Around the ruins of the Dumburg’s top.





HE

My limbs are cold.





SHE

Come! warm thee in my arms.





HE

My eyes are weary.





SHE

Rest, them, love, on mine.





HE

I am athirst.





SHE


Quench, on my lips, thy thirst.—

O dear belovéd, how thy last kiss warms

My blood again!





HE


Off!… How thy eyeballs shine!—

Thou beast!… thou — Ah!… thus do I die, accursed!
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She was tall and lean; but she had a firm, full bust, and yet she was no longer young; her complexion was brunette, but pallid as if she had always suffered from malaria, and this pallor set forth two big eyes and fresh rosy lips that seemed to eat you.


In the village she was called la Lupa — the She-Wolf — because she was never satisfied  [30]. Women made the sign of the cross when they saw her pass, always alone like a big ugly hound, with the vagabond and suspicious gait of a famished wolf; she would bewitch their sons and their husbands in the twinkling of an eye with her red lips and she made them fall in love with her merely by looking at them out of those big Satanic eyes of hers, even if they were before Santa Agrippina’s altar. Fortunately la Lupa never came to church at Easter or at Christmas, nor to hear Mass or to make confession. Padre Angiolino of Santa Maria di Gesù, a true servant of God, had lost his soul on her account.


Maricchia, poor girl — pretty and clever she was — secretly wept because she was la Lupa’s daughter, and no one had offered to marry her though she had nice clothes in her bureau, and her own little piece of land in the sun, like every other girl of the village.


One time la Lupa fell in love with a handsome youth who had just served out his time in the army, and had come home and was helping to reap the notary’s harvest with her; for surely it means to be in love when she felt the flesh burn under the fustian shift, and on looking at him to experience the thirst that one has in hot June days down in the lowlands.


But he went on with his work, undisturbed, with his nose on his sheaves, and he said to her, “Oh, what’s the matter, gnà Pina?”


In the immense fields where the only sound was the rustle of the grasshoppers flying up, while the sun was pouring down his hottest beams perpendicularly, la Lupa was heaping up sheaf on sheaf, and pile on pile, without ever showing any signs of fatigue, without one moment straightening herself up, without once touching her lips to the water jug, so as to stick close to Nanni’s heels as he reaped and reaped; and now and again he would ask—


“What do you want, gnà Pina?”


One evening she told him, it was while the men were sleeping in the threshing-floor, weary of the long day’s work and the dogs were howling through the vast black campagna—


“I want you! you are as handsome as the sun and as sweet as honey; I want you!”


“But I want your daughter — I want the young calf,” said Nanni, laughing at his own joke.


la Lupa thrust her hands into the masses of her hair, scratching her temples, without saying a word, and went off and was not seen again in the harvest field. But the following October she saw Nanni again at the time when they were pressing the oil, because he worked near her house, and the rattle of the press kept her awake all night.


“Take a bag of olives,” she said to her daughter, “and come with me.”


Nanni was shoveling the olives into the hopper and shouting “On!” to the mule to keep it going.


“Do you want my daughter Maricchia?” demanded gnà Pina.


“What dowry will you give with your daughter Maricchia?” replied Nanni.


“She has her father’s things, and besides I will give her my house; it will be enough for me if you’ll let me have a corner in the kitchen to spread out a mattress in”


“If that is so, we can talk about it at Christmas,” said Nanni. Nanni was all grease and dirt from the olives put to fermenting, and Maricchia would not have him on any account; but her mother grabbed her by the hair as they stood in front of the hearth and hissed through her set teeth—


“If you don’t take him, I’ll kill you.”


•   •   •   •   •


la Lupa looked ill, and the people remarked: “When the devil was old the devil a monk would be.” She no longer went wandering about; she stood no more at her doorway looking out with those eyes as of one possessed.


Her son-in-law, when she fixed those eyes on his face, always began to laugh, and would pull out his cloth talisman, with its effigy of the Madonna, to cross himself with. [31]


Maricchia stayed at home to nurse her children, and her mother went out to work in the fields with the men, just like a man — to weed, to dig, to guide the animals, to dress the vines, whether it were during the Greek-Levant winds [32] of January, or during the August sirocco, when mules let their heads droop, and men sleep prone on their bellies under the shadow of the North wall.


In that time between vespers and nones, when, according to the saying, no good woman is seen going about, gnà Pina was the only living creature to be seen wandering across the campagna, over the fiery hot stones of the narrow streets, among the parched stubble of the wide, wide fields that stretched away into the burning haze toward cloudy Etna, where the sky hangs heavy on the horizon.


“Wake up!” said la Lupa to Nanni, who was asleep in the ditch next the dusty harvest-field, with his head on his arms, “Wake up, for I’ve brought you some wine to cool your throat.”


Nanni opened his eyes, half awake, and saw her sitting up straight and pale before him, with her swelling breast, and her eyes as black as coal, and drew back waving his arms—


“No! a good woman does not go about between vespers and nones,” groaned Nanni, thrusting his face in amongst the dried weeds of the ditch as far as he could, and putting his fingers into his hair. “Go away! Get you gone! And don’t you come to the threshing-floor any more.”


She turned and went away — la Lupa — knotting up her splendid tresses again, looking down steadily as she made her way among the hot stubble, with her eyes black as coal.


But she did go back to the threshing-floor, and Nanni no longer reproached her; and when she failed to come, in that hour between vespers and nones, he went, and with perspiration on his brow, waited for her at the top of the white deserted footpath, but afterwards he would thrust his hands through his hair, and every time he would say, “Go away! Go away! Don’t come to the threshing-floor again.”


Maricchia wept night and day, and she looked into her mother’s face with eyes blazing with tears and jealousy, like a lupacchiotta, a young wolf herself, every time that she saw her coming back from the fields, silent and pale.


“Vile! scellerata!” she would say, “Vile mamma.”


“Hold your tongue!”


“Thief! thief!”


“Hold your tongue!”


“I’ll go to the brigadiere!” [33]


And she actually went with her infants in her arms, without a sign of fear, and without shedding a tear, like a crazy woman, because now she passionately loved that husband whom she had been forced to marry, greasy and dirty as he was from the olives set to fermenting.


The brigadiere summoned Nanni, and threatened him with the galleys and the gallows, Nanni began to weep, and pull his hair; he denied nothing, did not try to justify himself.


“The temptation was too much,” said he, “’twas the temptation of hell.” He flung himself at the brigadiere’s feet, begging him to send him to the galleys.


“For mercy’s sake, Signor brigadiere, take me out of this hell! Have me shot! Send me to prison! Don’t let me see her ever again! never again!”


“No,” replied la Lupa, to the brigadiere’s question, “I kept a corner of the kitchen to sleep in when I gave him my house as my daughter’s dowry. The house is mine. I do not intend to go away.”


Shortly after, Nanni was kicked in the chest by a mule, and was like to die; but the priest refused to bring him the Holy Unction unless la Lupa was out of the house.


la Lupa went away, and her son-in-law was then permitted to pass away like a good Christian; he confessed and partook of the Sacrament with such signs of penitence and contrition that all the neighbors and inquisitive visitors wept as they surrounded the dying man’s bed.


And it would have been better for him if he had died then and there, before the devil had a chance to return to tempt him, and take possession of him, mind and body, when he got well again.


“Let me be!” he said to la Lupa; “for mercy’s sake, leave me in peace! I have seen death with my own eyes! Poor Maricchia is in despair. Now the whole region knows about it! If I don’t see you, it’s better for you and better for me.”


And he would rather have put his eyes out, than see la Lupa’s, for when hers were fastened on him, they made him lose soul and body. He did not know what to do to overcome the enchantment. He paid for Masses to be sung for the souls in Purgatory, and he went for aid to the priest and the brigadiere. At Easter he went to confession, and as a penance, publicly stood on the flint stones of the holy ground in front of the church, putting out six hand-breadths of tongue, and then, when la Lupa returned to tempt him—


“See here,” said he, “don’t you come on the threshing-floor again, because if you do come to seek me again, as sure as God exists, I’ll kill you.”


“All right, kill me!” replied la Lupa, “It makes no difference to me; but I can not live without you.”


When he saw her afar off coming through the green corn field, he left off pruning the vines, and went and got his axe from the elm.


la Lupa saw him coming to meet her, with his face pale and his eyes rolling wildly, with the axe shining in the sun; but she did not hesitate an instant, did not look away. She went straight forward with her hands full of bunches of red poppies, and devouring him with those black eyes of hers.


“Ah! a curse on your soul!” stammered Nanni.





original Italian version first published in 1880

Engl. tr. in Under the Shadow of Etna (1896)





The Werewolf

Eugene Field

1896







In the reign of Egbert the Saxon there dwelt in Britain a maiden named Yseult, who was beloved of all, both for her goodness and for her beauty. But, though many a youth came wooing her, she loved Harold only, and to him she plighted her troth.


Among the other youth of whom Yseult was beloved was Alfred, and he was sore angered that Yseult showed favor to Harold, so that one day Alfred said to Harold: “Is it right that old Siegfried should come from his grave and have Yseult to wife?” Then added he, “Prithee, good sir, why do you turn so white when I speak your grandsire’s name?”


Then Harold asked, “What know you of Siegfried that you taunt me? What memory of him should vex me now?”


“We know and we know,” retorted Alfred. “There are some tales told us by our grandmas we have not forgot.”


So ever after that Alfred’s words and Alfred’s bitter smile haunted Harold by day and night.


Harold’s grandsire, Siegfried the Teuton, had been a man of cruel violence. The legend said that a curse rested upon him, and that at certain times he was possessed of an evil spirit that wreaked its fury on mankind. But Siegfried had been dead full many years, and there was naught to mind the world of him save the legend and a cunning-wrought spear which he had from Brunehilde, the witch. This spear was such a weapon that it never lost its brightness, nor had its point been blunted. It hung in Harold’s chamber, and it was the marvel among weapons of that time.


Yseult knew that Alfred loved her, but she did not know of the bitter words which Alfred had spoken to Harold. Her love for Harold was perfect in its trust and gentleness. But Alfred had hit the truth: the curse of old Siegfried was upon Harold — slumbering a century, it had awakened in the blood of the grandson, and Harold knew the curse that was upon him, and it was this that seemed to stand between him and Yseult. But love is stronger than all else, and Harold loved.


Harold did not tell Yseult of the curse that was upon him, for he feared that she would not love him if she knew. Whensoever he felt the fire of the curse burning in his veins he would say to her, “Tomorrow I hunt the wild boar in the uttermost forest,” or, “Next week I go stag-stalking among the distant northern hills.” Even so it was that he ever made good excuse for his absence, and Yseult thought no evil things, for she was trustful; ay, though he went many times away and was long gone, Yseult suspected no wrong. So none beheld Harold when the curse was upon him in its violence.


Alfred alone bethought himself of evil things. “’Tis passing strange,” quoth he, “that ever and anon this gallant lover should quit our company and betake himself whither none knoweth. In sooth ’twill be well to have an eye on old Siegfried’s grandson.”


Harold knew that Alfred watched him zealously, and he was tormented by a constant fear that Alfred would discover the curse that was on him; but what gave him greater anguish was the fear that mayhap at some moment when he was in Yseult’s presence, the curse would seize upon him and cause him to do great evil unto her, whereby she would be destroyed or her love for him would be undone forever. So Harold lived in terror, feeling that his love was hopeless, yet knowing not how to combat it.


Now, it befell in those times that the country round about was ravaged of a werewolf, a creature that was feared by all men howe’er so valorous. This werewolf was by day a man, but by night a wolf given to ravage and to slaughter, and having a charmed life against which no human agency availed aught. Wheresoever he went he attacked and devoured mankind, spreading terror and desolation round about, and the dream-readers said that the earth would not be freed from the werewolf until some man offered himself a voluntary sacrifice to the monster’s rage.


Now, although Harold was known far and wide as a mighty huntsman, he had never set forth to hunt the werewolf, and, strange enow, the werewolf never ravaged the domain while Harold was therein. Whereat Alfred marveled much, and oftentimes he said: “Our Harold is a wondrous huntsman. Who is like unto him in stalking the timid doe and in crippling the fleeing boar? But how passing well doth he time his absence from the haunts of the werewolf. Such valor beseemeth our young Siegfried.”


Which being brought to Harold his heart flamed with anger, but he made no answer, lest he should betray the truth he feared.


It happened so about that time that Yseult said to Harold, “Wilt thou go with me tomorrow even to the feast in the sacred grove?”


“That can I not do,” answered Harold. “I am privily summoned hence to Normandy upon a mission of which I shall sometime tell thee. And I pray thee, on thy love for me, go not to the feast in the sacred grove without me.”


“What say’st thou?” cried Yseult. “Shall I not go to the feast of Ste. Aelfreda? My father would be sore displeased were I not there with the other maidens. ’Twere greatest pity that I should despite his love thus.”


“But do not, I beseech thee,” Harold implored. “Go not to the feast of Ste. Aelfreda in the sacred grove! And thou would thus love me, go not — see, thou my life, on my two knees I ask it!”


“How pale thou art,” said Yseult, “and trembling.”


“Go not to the sacred grove upon the morrow night,” he begged.


Yseult marveled at his acts and at his speech. Then, for the first time, she thought him to be jealous — whereat she secretly rejoiced (being a woman).


“Ah,” quoth she, “thou dost doubt my love,” but when she saw a look of pain come on his face she added — as if she repented of the words she had spoken — “or dost thou fear the werewolf?”


Then Harold answered, fixing his eyes on hers, “Thou hast said it; it is the werewolf that I fear.”


“Why dost thou look at me so strangely, Harold?” cried Yseult. “By the cruel light in thine eyes one might almost take thee to be the werewolf!”


“Come hither, sit beside me,” said Harold tremblingly, “and I will tell thee why I fear to have thee go to the feast of Ste. Aelfreda tomorrow evening. Hear what I dreamed last night. I dreamed I was the werewolf — do not shudder, dear love, for ’twas only a dream.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


A grizzled old man stood at my bedside and strove to pluck my soul from my bosom.


“What would’st thou?” I cried.


“Thy soul is mine,” he said, “thou shalt live out my curse. Give me thy soul — hold back thy hands — give me thy soul, I say.”


“Thy curse shall not be upon me,” I cried. “What have I done that thy curse should rest upon me? Thou shalt not have my soul.”


“For my offense shalt thou suffer, and in my curse thou shalt endure hell — it is so decreed.”


So spake the old man, and he strove with me, and he prevailed against me, and he plucked my soul from my bosom, and he said, “Go, search and kill” — and — and lo, I was a wolf upon the moor.


The dry grass crackled beneath my tread. The darkness of the night was heavy and it oppressed me. Strange horrors tortured my soul, and it groaned and groaned, jailed in that wolfish body. The wind whispered to me; with its myriad voices it spake to me and said, “Go, search and kill.” And above these voices sounded the hideous laughter of an old man. I fled the moor — whither I knew not, nor knew I what motive lashed me on.


I came to a river and I plunged in. A burning thirst consumed me, and I lapped the waters of the river — they were waves of flame, and they flashed around me and hissed, and what they said was, “Go, search and kill,” and I heard the old man’s laughter again.


A forest lay before me with its gloomy thickets and its sombre shadows — with its ravens, its vampires, its serpents, its reptiles, and all its hideous brood of night. I darted among its thorns and crouched amid the leaves, the nettles, and the brambles. The owls hooted at me and the thorns pierced my flesh. “Go, search and kill,” said everything. The hares sprang from my pathway; the other beasts ran bellowing away; every form of life shrieked in my ears — the curse was on me — I was the werewolf.


On, on I went with the fleetness of the wind, and my soul groaned in its wolfish prison, and the winds and the waters and the trees bade me, “Go, search and kill, thou accursed brute; go, search and kill.”


Nowhere was there pity for the wolf; what mercy, thus, should I, the werewolf, show? The curse was on me and it filled me with a hunger and a thirst for blood. Skulking on my way within myself I cried, “Let me have blood, oh, let me have human blood, that this wrath may be appeased, that this curse may be removed.”


At last I came to the sacred grove. Sombre loomed the poplars, the oaks frowned upon me. Before me stood an old man — ’twas he, grizzled and taunting, whose curse I bore. He feared me not. All other living things fled before me, but the old man feared me not. A maiden stood beside him. She did not see me, for she was blind.


“Kill, kill,” cried the old man, and he pointed at the girl beside him.


Hell raged within me — the curse impelled me — I sprang at her throat. I heard the old man’s laughter once more, and then — then I awoke, trembling, cold, horrified.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


Scarce was this dream told when Alfred strode that way.


“Now, by’r Lady,” quoth he, “I bethink me never to have seen a sorrier twain.”


Then Yseult told him of Harold’s going away and how that Harold had besought her not to venture to the feast of Ste. Aelfreda in the sacred grove.


“These fears are childish,” cried Alfred boastfully. “And thou sufferest me, sweet lady, I will bear thee company to the feast, and a score of my lusty yeomen with their good yew-bows and honest spears, they shall attend me. There be no werewolf, I trow, will chance about with us.”


Whereat Yseult laughed merrily, and Harold said: “’Tis well; thou shalt go to the sacred grove, and may my love and Heaven’s grace forefend all evil.”


Then Harold went to his abode, and he fetched old Siegfried’s spear back unto Yseult, and he gave it into her two hands, saying, “Take this spear with thee to the feast tomorrow night. It is old Siegfried’s spear, possessing mighty virtue and marvelous.”


And Harold took Yseult to his heart and blessed her, and he kissed her upon her brow and upon her lips, saying, “Farewell, oh, my beloved. How wilt thou love me when thou know’st my sacrifice. Farewell, farewell forever, oh, alder-liefest mine.”


So Harold went his way, and Yseult was lost in wonderment.


On the morrow night came Yseult to the sacred grove wherein the feast was spread, and she bore old Siegfried’s spear with her in her girdle. Alfred attended her, and a score of lusty yeomen were with him. In the grove there was great merriment, and with singing and dancing and games withal did the honest folk celebrate the feast of the fair Ste. Aelfreda.


But suddenly a mighty tumult arose, and there were cries of “The werewolf!”  “The werewolf!” Terror seized upon all — stout hearts were frozen with fear. Out from the further forest rushed the werewolf, wood wroth, bellowing hoarsely, gnashing his fangs and tossing hither and thither the yellow foam from his snapping jaws. He sought Yseult straight, as if an evil power drew him to the spot where she stood. But Yseult was not afeared; like a marble statue she stood and saw the werewolf’s coming. The yeomen, dropping their torches and casting aside their bows, had fled; Alfred alone abided there to do the monster battle.


At the approaching wolf he hurled his heavy lance, but as it struck the werewolf’s bristling back the weapon was all to-shivered.


Then the werewolf, fixing his eyes upon Yseult, skulked for a moment in the shadow of the yews and thinking then of Harold’s words, Yseult plucked old Siegfried’s spear from her girdle, raised it on high, and with the strength of despair sent it hurtling through the air.


The werewolf saw the shining weapon, and a cry burst from his gaping throat — a cry of human agony. And Yseult saw in the werewolf’s eyes the eyes of someone she had seen and known, but ’twas for an instant only, and then the eyes were no longer human, but wolfish in their ferocity. A supernatural force seemed to speed the spear in its flight. With fearful precision the weapon smote home and buried itself by half its length in the werewolf’s shaggy breast just above the heart, and then, with a monstrous sigh — as if he yielded up his life without regret — the werewolf fell dead in the shadow of the yews.


Then, ah, then in very truth there was great joy, and loud were the acclaims, while, beautiful in her trembling pallor, Yseult was led unto her home, where the people set about to give great feast to do her homage, for the werewolf was dead, and she it was that had slain him.


But Yseult cried out: “Go, search for Harold — go, bring him to me. Nor eat, nor sleep till he be found.”


“Good my lady,” quoth Alfred, “how can that be, since he hath betaken himself to Normandy?”


“I care not where he be,” she cried. “My heart stands still until I look into his eyes again.”


“Surely he hath not gone to Normandy,” outspake Hubert. “This very eventide I saw him enter his abode.”


They hastened thither — a vast company. His chamber door was barred.


“Harold, Harold, come forth!” they cried, as they beat upon the door, but no answer came to their calls and knockings. Afeared, they battered down the door, and when it fell they saw that Harold lay upon his bed.


“He sleeps,” said one. “See, he holds a portrait in his hand — and it is her portrait. How fair he is and how tranquilly he sleeps.”


But no, Harold was not asleep. His face was calm and beautiful, as if he dreamed of his beloved, but his raiment was red with the blood that streamed from a wound in his breast — a gaping, ghastly spear wound just above his heart.
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When we started for our drive the sun was shining brightly on Munich, and the air was full of the joyousness of early summer. Just as we were about to depart, Herr Delbrück (the maître d’hôtel of the Quatre Saisons, where I was staying) came down, bareheaded, to the carriage and, after wishing me a pleasant drive, said to the coachman, still holding his hand on the handle of the carriage door:


“Remember you are back by nightfall. The sky looks bright but there is a shiver in the north wind that says there may be a sudden storm. But I am sure you will not be late.” Here he smiled, and added, “for you know what night it is.”


Johann answered with an emphatic, “Ja, mein Herr,” and, touching his hat, drove off quickly. When we had cleared the town, I said, after signaling to him to stop:


“Tell me, Johann, what is tonight?”


He crossed himself, as he answered laconically: “Walpurgis nacht.” Then he took out his watch, a great, old-fashioned German silver thing as big as a turnip, and looked at it, with his eyebrows gathered together and a little impatient shrug of his shoulders. I realized that this was his way of respectfully protesting against the unnecessary delay, and sank back in the carriage, merely motioning him to proceed. He started off rapidly, as if to make up for lost time. Every now and then the horses seemed to throw up their heads and sniffed the air suspiciously. On such occasions I often looked round in alarm. The road was pretty bleak, for we were traversing a sort of high, wind-swept plateau. As we drove, I saw a road that looked but little used, and which seemed to dip through a little, winding valley. It looked so inviting that, even at the risk of offending him, I called Johann to stop — and when he had pulled up, I told him I would like to drive down that road. He made all sorts of excuses, and frequently crossed himself as he spoke. This somewhat piqued my curiosity, so I asked him various questions. He answered fencingly, and repeatedly looked at his watch in protest. Finally I said:


“Well, Johann, I want to go down this road. I shall not ask you to come unless you like; but tell me why you do not like to go, that is all I ask.” For answer he seemed to throw himself off the box, so quickly did he reach the ground. Then he stretched out his hands appealingly to me, and implored me not to go. There was just enough of English mixed with the German for me to understand the drift of his talk. He seemed always just about to tell me something — the very idea of which evidently frightened him; but each time he pulled himself up, saying, as he crossed himself: “Walpurgis Nacht!”


I tried to argue with him, but it was difficult to argue with a man when I did not know his language. The advantage certainly rested with him, for although he began to speak in English, of a very crude and broken kind, he always got excited and broke into his native tongue — and every time he did so, he looked at his watch. Then the horses became restless and sniffed the air. At this he grew very pale, and, looking around in a frightened way, he suddenly jumped forward, took them by the bridles and led them on some twenty feet. I followed, and asked why he had done this. For answer he crossed himself, pointed to the spot we had left and drew his carriage in the direction of the other road, indicating a cross, and said, first in German, then in English: “Buried him him what killed themselves.”


I remembered the old custom of burying suicides at crossroads: “Ah! I see, a suicide. How interesting!” But for the life of me I could not make out why the horses were frightened.


Whilst we were talking, we heard a sort of sound between a yelp and a bark. It was far away; but the horses got very restless, and it took Johann all his time to quiet them. He was pale, and said, “It sounds like a wolf — but yet there are no wolves here now.”


“No?” I said, questioning him; “isn’t it long since the wolves were so near the city?”


“Long, long,” he answered, “in the spring and summer; but with the snow the wolves have been here not so long.”


Whilst he was petting the horses and trying to quiet them, dark clouds drifted rapidly across the sky. The sunshine passed away, and a breath of cold wind seemed to drift past us. It was only a breath, however, and more in the nature of a warning than a fact, for the sun came out brightly again. Johann looked under his lifted hand at the horizon and said:


“The storm of snow, he comes before long time.” Then he looked at his watch again, and, straightway holding his reins firmly — for the horses were still pawing the ground restlessly and shaking their heads — he climbed to his box as though the time had come for proceeding on our journey.


I felt a little obstinate and did not at once get into the carriage.


“Tell me,” I said, “about this place where the road leads,” and I pointed down.


Again he crossed himself and mumbled a prayer, before he answered, “It is unholy.”


“What is unholy?” I enquired.


“The village.”


“Then there is a village?”


“No, no. No one lives there hundreds of years.” My curiosity was piqued, “But you said there was a village.”


“There was.”


“Where is it now?”


Whereupon he burst out into a long story in German and English, so mixed up that I could not quite understand exactly what he said, but roughly I gathered that long ago, hundreds of years, men had died there and been buried in their graves; and sounds were heard under the clay, and when the graves were opened, men and women were found rosy with life, and their mouths red with blood. And so, in haste to save their lives (aye, and their souls! — and here he crossed himself) those who were left fled away to other places, where the living lived, and the dead were dead and not — not something. He was evidently afraid to speak the last words. As he proceeded with his narration, he grew more and more excited. It seemed as if his imagination had got hold of him, and he ended in a perfect paroxysm of fear — white-faced, perspiring, trembling and looking round him, as if expecting that some dreadful presence would manifest itself there in the bright sunshine on the open plain. Finally, in an agony of desperation, he cried:


“Walpurgis nacht!” and pointed to the carriage for me to get in. All my English blood rose at this, and, standing back, I said:


“You are afraid, Johann — you are afraid. Go home; I shall return alone; the walk will do me good.” The carriage door was open. I took from the seat my oak walking-stick — which I always carry on my holiday excursions — and closed the door, pointing back to Munich, and said, “Go home, Johann — Walpurgis Nacht doesn’t concern Englishmen.”


The horses were now more restive than ever, and Johann was trying to hold them in, while excitedly imploring me not to do anything so foolish. I pitied the poor fellow, he was deeply in earnest; but all the same I could not help laughing. His English was quite gone now. In his anxiety he had forgotten that his only means of making me understand was to talk my language, so he jabbered away in his native German. It began to be a little tedious. After giving the direction, “Home!” I turned to go down the crossroad into the valley.


With a despairing gesture, Johann turned his horses towards Munich. I leaned on my stick and looked after him. He went slowly along the road for a while: then there came over the crest of the hill a man tall and thin. I could see so much in the distance. When he drew near the horses, they began to jump and kick about, then to scream with terror. Johann could not hold them in; they bolted down the road, running away madly. I watched them out of sight, then looked for the stranger, but I found that he, too, was gone.


With a light heart I turned down the side road through the deepening valley to which Johann had objected. There was not the slightest reason, that I could see, for his objection; and I daresay I tramped for a couple of hours without thinking of time or distance, and certainly without seeing a person or a house. So far as the place was concerned, it was desolation, itself. But I did not notice this particularly till, on turning a bend in the road, I came upon a scattered fringe of wood; then I recognized that I had been impressed unconsciously by the desolation of the region through which I had passed.


I sat down to rest myself, and began to look around. It struck me that it was considerably colder than it had been at the commencement of my walk — a sort of sighing sound seemed to be around me, with, now and then, high overhead, a sort of muffled roar. Looking upwards I noticed that great thick clouds were drifting rapidly across the sky from North to South at a great height. There were signs of coming storm in some lofty stratum of the air. I was a little chilly, and, thinking that it was the sitting still after the exercise of walking, I resumed my journey.


The ground I passed over was now much more picturesque. There were no striking objects that the eye might single out; but in all there was a charm of beauty. I took little heed of time and it was only when the deepening twilight forced itself upon me that I began to think of how I should find my way home. The brightness of the day had gone. The air was cold, and the drifting of clouds high overhead was more marked. They were accompanied by a sort of far-away rushing sound, through which seemed to come at intervals that mysterious cry which the driver had said came from a wolf. For a while I hesitated. I had said I would see the deserted village, so on I went, and presently came on a wide stretch of open country, shut in by hills all around. Their sides were covered with trees which spread down to the plain, dotting, in clumps, the gentler slopes and hollows which showed here and there. I followed with my eye the winding of the road, and saw that it curved close to one of the densest of these clumps and was lost behind it.


As I looked there came a cold shiver in the air, and the snow began to fall. I thought of the miles and miles of bleak country I had passed, and then hurried on to seek the shelter of the wood in front. Darker and darker grew the sky, and faster and heavier fell the snow, till the earth before and around me was a glistening white carpet the further edge of which was lost in misty vagueness. The road was here but crude, and when on the level its boundaries were not so marked, as when it passed through the cuttings; and in a little while I found that I must have strayed from it, for I missed underfoot the hard surface, and my feet sank deeper in the grass and moss. Then the wind grew stronger and blew with ever increasing force, till I was fain to run before it. The air became icy-cold, and in spite of my exercise I began to suffer. The snow was now falling so thickly and whirling around me in such rapid eddies that I could hardly keep my eyes open. Every now and then the heavens were torn asunder by vivid lightning, and in the flashes I could see ahead of me a great mass of trees, chiefly yew and cypress all heavily coated with snow.


I was soon amongst the shelter of the trees, and there, in comparative silence, I could hear the rush of the wind high overhead. Presently the blackness of the storm had become merged in the darkness of the night By-and-by the storm seemed to be passing away: it now only came in fierce puffs or blasts. At such moments the weird sound of the wolf appeared to be echoed by many similar sounds around me.


Now and again, through the black mass of drifting cloud, came a straggling ray of moonlight, which lit up the expanse, and showed me that I was at the edge of a dense mass of cypress and yew trees. As the snow had ceased to fall, I walked out from the shelter and began to investigate more closely. It appeared to me that, amongst so many old foundations as I had passed, there might be still standing a house in which, though in ruins, I could find some sort of shelter for a while. As I skirted the edge of the copse, I found that a low wall encircled it, and following this I presently found an opening. Here the cypresses formed an alley leading up to a square mass of some kind of building. Just as I caught sight of this, however, the drifting clouds obscured the moon, and I passed up the path in darkness. The wind must have grown colder, for I felt myself shiver as I walked; but there was hope of shelter, and I groped my way blindly on.


I stopped, for there was a sudden stillness. The storm had passed; and, perhaps in sympathy with nature’s silence, my heart seemed to cease to beat. But this was only momentarily; for suddenly the moonlight broke through the clouds, showing me that I was in a graveyard, and that the square object before me was a great massive tomb of marble, as white as the snow that lay on and all around it. With the moonlight there came a fierce sigh of the storm, which appeared to resume its course with a long, low howl, as of many dogs or wolves. I was awed and shocked, and felt the cold perceptibly grow upon me till it seemed to grip me by the heart. Then while the flood of moonlight still fell on the marble tomb, the storm gave further evidence of renewing, as though it was returning on its track. Impelled by some sort of fascination, I approached the sepulcher to see what it was, and why such a thing stood alone in such a place. I walked around it, and read, over the Doric door, in German:



COUNTESS DOLINGEN OF GRATZ

IN STYRIA

SOUGHT AND FOUND DEATH

1801




On the top of the tomb, seemingly driven through the solid marble — for the structure was composed of a few vast blocks of stone — was a great iron spike or stake. On going to the back I saw, graven in great Russian letters:


“The dead travel fast.”


There was something so weird and uncanny about the whole thing that it gave me a turn and made me feel quite faint. I began to wish, for the first time, that I had taken Johann’s advice. Here a thought struck me, which came under almost mysterious circumstances and with a terrible shock. This was Walpurgis Night!


Walpurgis Night, when, according to the belief of millions of people, the devil was abroad — when the graves were opened and the dead came forth and walked. When all evil things of earth and air and water held revel. This very place the driver had specially shunned. This was the depopulated village of centuries ago. This was where the suicide lay; and this was the place where I was alone — unmanned, shivering with cold in a shroud of snow with a wild storm gathering again upon me! It took all my philosophy, all the religion I had been taught, all my courage, not to collapse in a paroxysm of fright.


And now a perfect tornado burst upon me. The ground shook as though thousands of horses thundered across it; and this time the storm bore on its icy wings, not snow, but great hailstones which drove with such violence that they might have come from the thongs of Balearic slingers [elite mercenary warriors renowned for their expert use of the sling] — hailstones that beat down leaf and branch and made the shelter of the cypresses of no more avail than though their stems were standing-corn. At the first I had rushed to the nearest tree; but I was soon fain to leave it and seek the only spot that seemed to afford refuge, the deep Doric doorway of the marble tomb. There, crouching against the massive bronze door, I gained a certain amount of protection from the beating of the hailstones, for now they only drove against me as they ricocheted from the ground and the side of the marble.


As I leaned against the door, it moved slightly and opened inwards. The shelter of even a tomb was welcome in that pitiless tempest, and I was about to enter it when there came a flash of forked-lightning that lit up the whole expanse of the heavens. In the instant, as I am a living man, I saw, as my eyes were turned into the darkness of the tomb, a beautiful woman, with rounded cheeks and red lips, seemingly sleeping on a bier. As the thunder broke overhead, I was grasped as by the hand of a giant and hurled out into the storm. The whole thing was so sudden that, before I could realize the shock, moral as well as physical, I found the hailstones beating me down. At the same time I had a strange, dominating feeling that I was not alone. I looked towards the tomb. Just then there came another blinding flash, which seemed to strike the iron stake that surmounted the tomb and to pour through to the earth, blasting and crumbling the marble, as in a burst of flame. The dead woman rose for a moment of agony, while she was lapped in the flame, and her bitter scream of pain was drowned in the thunder crash. The last thing I heard was this mingling of dreadful sound, as again I was seized in the giant-grasp and dragged away, while the hailstones beat on me, and the air around seemed reverberant with the howling of wolves. The last sight that I remembered was a vague, white, moving mass, as if all the graves around me had sent out the phantoms of their sheeted-dead, and that they were closing in on me through the white cloudiness of the driving hail.


•   •   •   •   •


Gradually there came a sort of vague beginning of consciousness; then a sense of weariness that was dreadful. For a time I remembered nothing; but slowly my senses returned. My feet seemed positively racked with pain, yet I could not move them. They seemed to be numbed. There was an icy feeling at the back of my neck and all down my spine, and my ears, like my feet, were dead, yet in torment; but there was in my breast a sense of warmth which was, by comparison, delicious. It was as a nightmare — a physical nightmare, if one may use such an expression; for some heavy weight on my chest made it difficult for me to breathe.


This period of semi-lethargy seemed to remain a long time, and as it faded away I must have slept or swooned. Then came a sort of loathing, like the first stage of sea-sickness, and a wild desire to be free from something — I knew not what. A vast stillness enveloped me, as though all the world were asleep or dead — only broken by the low panting as of some animal close to me. I felt a warm rasping at my throat, then came a consciousness of the awful truth, which chilled me to the heart and sent the blood surging up through my brain. Some great animal was lying on me and now licking my throat. I feared to stir, for some instinct of prudence bade me lie still; but the brute seemed to realize that there was now some change in me, for it raised its head. Through my eyelashes I saw above me the two great flaming eyes of a gigantic wolf. Its sharp white teeth gleamed in the gaping red mouth, and I could feel its hot breath fierce and acrid upon me.


For another spell of time I remembered no more. Then I became conscious of a low growl, followed by a yelp, renewed again and again. Then, seemingly very far away, I heard a “Holloa! holloa!” as of many voices calling in unison. Cautiously I raised my head and looked in the direction whence the sound came; but the cemetery blocked my view. The wolf still continued to yelp in a strange way, and a red glare began to move round the grove of cypresses, as though following the sound. As the voices drew closer, the wolf yelped faster and louder. I feared to make either sound or motion. Nearer came the red glow, over the white pall which stretched into the darkness around me. Then all at once from beyond the trees there came at a trot a troop of horsemen bearing torches. The wolf rose from my breast and made for the cemetery. I saw one of the horsemen (soldiers by their caps and their long military cloaks) raise his carbine and take aim. A companion knocked up his arm, and I heard the ball whizz over my head. He had evidently taken my body for that of the wolf. Another sighted the animal as it slunk away, and a shot followed. Then, at a gallop, the troop rode forward — some towards me, others following the wolf as it disappeared amongst the snow-clad cypresses.


As they drew nearer I tried to move, but was powerless, although I could see and hear all that went on around me. Two or three of the soldiers jumped from their horses and knelt beside me. One of them raised my head, and placed his hand over my heart.


“Good news, comrades!” he cried. “His heart still beats!”


Then some brandy was poured down my throat; it put vigor into me, and I was able to open my eyes fully and look around. Lights and shadows were moving among the trees, and I heard men call to one another. They drew together, uttering frightened exclamations; and the lights flashed as the others came pouring out of the cemetery pell-mell, like men possessed. When the further ones came close to us, those who were around me asked them eagerly:


“Well, have you found him?”


The reply rang out hurriedly:


“No! no! Come away quick — quick! This is no place to stay, and on this of all nights!”


“What was it?” was the question, asked in all manner of keys. The answer came variously and all indefinitely as though the men were moved by some common impulse to speak, yet were restrained by some common fear from giving their thoughts.


“It — it — indeed!” gibbered one, whose wits had plainly given out for the moment.


“A wolf — and yet not a wolf!” another put in shudderingly.


“No use trying for him without the sacred bullet,” a third remarked in a more ordinary manner.


“Serve us right for coming out on this night! Truly we have earned our thousand marks!” were the ejaculations of a fourth.


“There was blood on the broken marble,” another said after a pause — “the lightning never brought that there. And for him — is he safe? Look at his throat! See, comrades, the wolf has been lying on him and keeping his blood warm.”


The officer looked at my throat and replied:


“He is all right; the skin is not pierced. What does it all mean? We should never have found him but for the yelping of the wolf.”


“What became of it?” asked the man who was holding up my head, and who seemed the least panic-stricken of the party, for his hands were steady and without tremor. On his sleeve was the chevron of a petty officer.


“It went to its home,” answered the man, whose long face was pallid, and who actually shook with terror as he glanced around him fearfully. “There are graves enough there in which it may lie. Come, comrades — come quickly! Let us leave this cursed spot.”


The officer raised me to a sitting posture, as he uttered a word of command; then several men placed me upon a horse. He sprang to the saddle behind me, took me in his arms, gave the word to advance; and, turning our faces away from the cypresses, we rode away in swift, military order.


As yet my tongue refused its office, and I was perforce silent. I must have fallen asleep; for the next thing I remembered was finding myself standing up, supported by a soldier on each side of me. It was almost broad daylight, and to the north a red streak of sunlight was reflected, like a path of blood, over the waste of snow. The officer was telling the men to say nothing of what they had seen, except that they found an English stranger, guarded by a large dog.


“Dog! that was no dog,” cut in the man who had exhibited such fear. “I think I know a wolf when I see one.”


The young officer answered calmly: “I said a dog.”


“Dog!” reiterated the other ironically. It was evident that his courage was rising with the sun; and, pointing to me, he said, “Look at his throat. Is that the work of a dog, master?”


Instinctively I raised my hand to my throat, and as I touched it I cried out in pain. The men crowded round to look, some stooping down from their saddles; and again there came the calm voice of the young officer:


“A dog, as I said. If aught else were said we should only be laughed at.”


I was then mounted behind a trooper, and we rode on into the suburbs of Munich. Here we came across a stray carriage, into which I was lifted, and it was driven off to the Quatre Saisons — the young officer accompanying me, whilst a trooper followed with his horse, and the others rode off to their barracks.


When we arrived, Herr Delbrück rushed so quickly down the steps to meet me, that it was apparent he had been watching within. Taking me by both hands he solicitously led me in. The officer saluted me and was turning to withdraw, when I recognized his purpose, and insisted that he should come to my rooms. Over a glass of wine I warmly thanked him and his brave comrades for saving me. He replied simply that he was more than glad, and that Herr Delbrück had at the first taken steps to make all the searching party pleased; at which ambiguous utterance the maître d’hôtel smiled, while the officer pleaded duty and withdrew.


“But Herr Delbrück,” I enquired, “how and why was it that the soldiers searched for me?”


He shrugged his shoulders, as if in depreciation of his own deed, as he replied:


“I was so fortunate as to obtain leave from the commander of the regiment in which I served, to ask for volunteers.”


“But how did you know I was lost?” I asked.


“The driver came hither with the remains of his carriage, which had been upset when the horses ran away.”


“But surely you would not send a search-party of soldiers merely on this account?”


“Oh, no!” he answered; “but even before the coachman arrived, I had this telegram from the Boyar whose guest you are,” and he took from his pocket a telegram which he handed to me, and I read:



Bistritz—

Be careful of my guest — his safety is most precious to me. Should aught happen to him, or if he be missed, spare nothing to find him and ensure his safety. He is English and therefore adventurous. There are often dangers from snow and wolves and night. Lose not a moment if you suspect harm to him. I answer your zeal with my fortune.

— Dracula




As I held the telegram in my hand, the room seemed to whirl around me; and, if the attentive maître d’hôtel had not caught me, I think I should have fallen. There was something so strange in all this, something so weird and impossible to imagine, that there grew on me a sense of my being in some way the sport of opposite forces — the mere vague idea of which seemed in a way to paralyze me. I was certainly under some form of mysterious protection. From a distant country had come, in the very nick of time, a message that took me out of the danger of the snow-sleep and the jaws of the wolf.





Purportedly the excised first chapter of the novel Dracula (1897)


——————
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— I —

 ONE DOES NOT ALWAYS

 MARRY WHEN INSANE


A man and a woman — nature had done the grouping — sat on a rustic seat, in the late afternoon. The man was middle-aged, slender, swarthy, with the expression of a poet and the complexion of a pirate — a man at whom one would look again. The woman was young, blonde, graceful, with something in her figure and movements suggesting the word “lithe.” She was habited in a gray gown with odd brown markings in the texture. She may have been beautiful; one could not readily say, for her eyes denied attention to all else. They were gray-green, long and narrow, with an expression defying analysis. One could only know that they were disquieting. Cleopatra may have had such eyes.


The man and the woman talked.


“Yes,” said the woman, “I love you, God knows! But marry you, no. I cannot, will not.”


“Irene, you have said that many times, yet always have denied me a reason. I’ve a right to know, to understand, to feel and prove my fortitude if I have it. Give me a reason.”


“For loving you?”


The woman was smiling through her tears and her pallor. That did not stir any sense of humour in the man.


“No; there is no reason for that. A reason for not marrying me. I’ve a right to know. I must know. I will know!”


He had risen and was standing before her with clenched hands, on his face a frown — it might have been called a scowl. He looked as if he might attempt to learn by strangling her. She smiled no more — merely sat looking up into his face with a fixed, set regard that was utterly without emotion or sentiment. Yet it had something in it that tamed his resentment and made him shiver.


“You are determined to have my reason?” she asked in a tone that was entirely mechanical — a tone that might have been her look made audible.


“If you please — if I’m not asking too much.”


Apparently this lord of creation was yielding some part of his dominion over his co-creature.


“Very well, you shall know: I am insane.”


The man started, then looked incredulous and was conscious that he ought to be amused. But, again, the sense of humour failed him in his need and despite his disbelief he was profoundly disturbed by that which he did not believe. Between our convictions and our feelings there is no good understanding.


“That is what the physicians would say,” the woman continued — “if they knew. I might myself prefer to call it a case of ‘possession.’ Sit down and hear what I have to say.”


The man silently resumed his seat beside her on the rustic bench by the wayside. Over against them on the eastern side of the valley, the hills were already sunset-flushed and the stillness all about was of that peculiar quality that foretells the twilight. Something of its mysterious and significant solemnity had imparted itself to the man’s mood. In the spiritual, as in the material world, are signs and presages of night. Rarely meeting her look, and whenever he did so conscious of the indefinable dread with which, despite their feline beauty, her eyes always affected him, Jenner Brading listened in silence to the story told by Irene Marlowe. In deference to the reader’s possible prejudice against the artless method of an unpracticed historian the author ventures to substitute his own version for hers.





— II —
 
A ROOM MAY BE TOO NARROW

 FOR THREE, THOUGH ONE IS OUTSIDE


In a little log house containing a single room sparely and rudely furnished, crouching on the floor against one of the walls, was a woman, clasping to her breast a child. Outside, a dense unbroken forest extended for many miles in every direction. This was at night and the room was black dark: no human eye could have discerned the woman and the child. Yet they were observed, narrowly, vigilantly, with never even a momentary slackening of attention; and that is the pivotal fact upon which this narrative turns.


Charles Marlowe was of the class, now extinct in this country, of woodmen pioneers — men who found their most acceptable surroundings in sylvan solitudes that stretched along the eastern slope of the Mississippi Valley, from the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico. For more than a hundred years these men pushed ever westward, generation after generation, with rifle and ax, reclaiming from Nature and her savage children here and there an isolated acreage for the plow, no sooner reclaimed than surrendered to their less venturesome but more thrifty successors. At last they burst through the edge of the forest into the open country and vanished as if they had fallen over a cliff. The woodman pioneer is no more; the pioneer of the plains — he whose easy task it was to subdue for occupancy two-thirds of the country in a single generation — is another and inferior creation. With Charles Marlowe in the wilderness, sharing the dangers, hardships and privations of that strange, unprofitable life, were his wife and child, to whom, in the manner of his class, in which the domestic virtues were a religion, he was passionately attached. The woman was still young enough to be comely, new enough to the awful isolation of her lot to be cheerful. By withholding the large capacity for happiness which the simple satisfactions of the forest life could not have filled, Heaven had dealt honorably with her. In her light household tasks, her child, her husband and her few foolish books, she found abundant provision for her needs.


One morning in midsummer Marlowe took down his rifle from the wooden hooks on the wall and signified his intention of getting game.


“We’ve meat enough,” said the wife; “please don’t go out today. I dreamed last night, O, such a dreadful thing! I cannot recollect it, but I’m almost sure that it will come to pass if you go out.”


It is painful to confess that Marlowe received this solemn statement with less of gravity than was due to the mysterious nature of the calamity foreshadowed. In truth, he laughed.


“Try to remember,” he said. “Maybe you dreamed that Baby had lost the power of speech.”


The conjecture was obviously suggested by the fact that Baby, clinging to the fringe of his hunting-coat with all her ten pudgy thumbs was at that moment uttering her sense of the situation in a series of exultant goo-goos inspired by sight of her father’s raccoon-skin cap.


The woman yielded: lacking the gift of humour she could not hold out against his kindly badinage. So, with a kiss for the mother and a kiss for the child, he left the house and closed the door upon his happiness forever.


At nightfall he had not returned. The woman prepared supper and waited. Then she put Baby to bed and sang softly to her until she slept. By this time the fire on the hearth, at which she had cooked supper, had burned out and the room was lighted by a single candle. This she afterward placed in the open window as a sign and welcome to the hunter if he should approach from that side. She had thoughtfully closed and barred the door against such wild animals as might prefer it to an open window — of the habits of beasts of prey in entering a house uninvited she was not advised, though with true female prevision she may have considered the possibility of their entrance by way of the chimney. As the night wore on she became not less anxious, but more drowsy, and at last rested her arms upon the bed by the child and her head upon the arms. The candle in the window burned down to the socket, sputtered and flared a moment and went out unobserved; for the woman slept and dreamed.


In her dreams she sat beside the cradle of a second child. The first one was dead. The father was dead. The home in the forest was lost and the dwelling in which she lived was unfamiliar. There were heavy oaken doors, always closed, and outside the windows, fastened into the thick stone walls, were iron bars, obviously (so she thought) a provision against Indians. All this she noted with an infinite self-pity, but without surprise — an emotion unknown in dreams. The child in the cradle was invisible under its coverlet which something impelled her to remove. She did so, disclosing the face of a wild animal! In the shock of this dreadful revelation the dreamer awoke, trembling in the darkness of her cabin in the wood.


As a sense of her actual surroundings came slowly back to her she felt for the child that was not a dream, and assured herself by its breathing that all was well with it; nor could she forbear to pass a hand lightly across its face. Then, moved by some impulse for which she probably could not have accounted, she rose and took the sleeping babe in her arms, holding it close against her breast. The head of the child’s cot was against the wall to which the woman now turned her back as she stood. Lifting her eyes she saw two bright objects starring the darkness with a reddish-green glow. She took them to be two coals on the hearth, but with her returning sense of direction came the disquieting consciousness that they were not in that quarter of the room, moreover were too high, being nearly at the level of the eyes — of her own eyes. For these were the eyes of a panther.


The beast was at the open window directly opposite and not five paces away. Nothing but those terrible eyes was visible, but in the dreadful tumult of her feelings as the situation disclosed itself to her understanding she somehow knew that the animal was standing on its hinder feet, supporting itself with its paws on the window-ledge. That signified a malign interest — not the mere gratification of an indolent curiosity. The consciousness of the attitude was an added horror, accentuating the menace of those awful eyes, in whose steadfast fire her strength and courage were alike consumed. Under their silent questioning she shuddered and turned sick. Her knees failed her, and by degrees, instinctively striving to avoid a sudden movement that might bring the beast upon her, she sank to the floor, crouched against the wall and tried to shield the babe with her trembling body without withdrawing her gaze from the luminous orbs that were killing her. No thought of her husband came to her in her agony — no hope nor suggestion of rescue or escape. Her capacity for thought and feeling had narrowed to the dimensions of a single emotion — fear of the animal’s spring, of the impact of its body, the buffeting of its great arms, the feel of its teeth in her throat, the mangling of her babe. Motionless now and in absolute silence, she awaited her doom, the moments growing to hours, to years, to ages; and still those devilish eyes maintained their watch.


Returning to his cabin late at night with a deer on his shoulders Charles Marlowe tried the door. It did not yield. He knocked; there was no answer. He laid down his deer and went round to the window. As he turned the angle of the building he fancied he heard a sound as of stealthy footfalls and a rustling in the undergrowth of the forest, but they were too slight for certainty, even to his practiced ear. Approaching the window, and to his surprise finding it open, he threw his leg over the sill and entered. All was darkness and silence. He groped his way to the fireplace, struck a match and lit a candle.


Then he looked about. Cowering on the floor against a wall was his wife, clasping his child. As he sprang toward her she rose and broke into laughter, long, loud, and mechanical, devoid of gladness and devoid of sense — the laughter that is not out of keeping with the clanking of a chain. Hardly knowing what he did he extended his arms. She laid the babe in them. It was dead — pressed to death in its mother’s embrace.





— III —
 
THE THEORY OF THE DEFENSE


That is what occurred during a night in a forest, but not all of it did Irene Marlowe relate to Jenner Brading; not all of it was known to her. When she had concluded the sun was below the horizon and the long summer twilight had begun to deepen in the hollows of the land. For some moments Brading was silent, expecting the narrative to be carried forward to some definite connection with the conversation introducing it; but the narrator was as silent as he, her face averted, her hands clasping and unclasping themselves as they lay in her lap, with a singular suggestion of an activity independent of her will.


“It is a sad, a terrible story,” said Brading at last, “but I do not understand. You call Charles Marlowe father; that I know. That he is old before his time, broken by some great sorrow, I have seen, or thought I saw. But, pardon me, you said that you — that you—”


“That I am insane,” said the girl, without a movement of head or body.


“But, Irene, you say — please, dear, do not look away from me — you say that the child was dead, not demented.”


“Yes, that one — I am the second. I was born three months after that night, my mother being mercifully permitted to lay down her life in giving me mine.”


Brading was again silent; he was a trifle dazed and could not at once think of the right thing to say. Her face was still turned away. In his embarrassment he reached impulsively toward the hands that lay closing and unclosing in her lap, but something — he could not have said what — restrained him. He then remembered, vaguely, that he had never altogether cared to take her hand.


“Is it likely,” she resumed, “that a person born under such circumstances is like others — is what you call sane?”


Brading did not reply; he was preoccupied with a new thought that was taking shape in his mind — what a scientist would have called an hypothesis; a detective, a theory. It might throw an added light, albeit a lurid one, upon such doubt of her sanity as her own assertion had not dispelled.


The country was still new and, outside the villages, sparsely populated. The professional hunter was still a familiar figure, and among his trophies were heads and pelts of the larger kinds of game. Tales variously credible of nocturnal meetings with savage animals in lonely roads were sometimes current, passed through the customary stages of growth and decay, and were forgotten. A recent addition to these popular apocrypha, originating, apparently, by spontaneous generation in several households, was of a panther which had frightened some of their members by looking in at windows by night. The yarn had caused its little ripple of excitement — had even attained to the distinction of a place in the local newspaper; but Brading had given it no attention. Its likeness to the story to which he had just listened now impressed him as perhaps more than accidental. Was it not possible that the one story had suggested the other — that finding congenial conditions in a morbid mind and a fertile fancy, it had grown to the tragic tale that he had heard?


Brading recalled certain circumstances of the girl’s history and disposition, of which, with love’s incuriosity, he had hitherto been heedless — such as her solitary life with her father, at whose house no one, apparently, was an acceptable visitor and her strange fear of the night, by which those who knew her best accounted for her never being seen after dark. Surely in such a mind imagination once kindled might burn with a lawless flame, penetrating and enveloping the entire structure. That she was mad, though the conviction gave him the acutest pain, he could no longer doubt; she had only mistaken an effect of her mental disorder for its cause, bringing into imaginary relation with her own personality the vagaries of the local myth-makers. With some vague intention of testing his new “theory,” and no very definite notion of how to set about it he said, gravely, but with hesitation:


“Irene, dear, tell me — I beg you will not take offense, but tell me—”


“I have told you,” she interrupted, speaking with a passionate earnestness that he had not known her to show — “I have already told you that we cannot marry; is anything else worth saying?”


Before he could stop her she had sprung from her seat and without another word or look was gliding away among the trees toward her father’s house. Brading had risen to detain her; he stood watching her in silence until she had vanished in the gloom. Suddenly he started as if he had been shot; his face took on an expression of amazement and alarm: in one of the black shadows into which she had disappeared he had caught a quick, brief glimpse of shining eyes! For an instant he was dazed and irresolute; then he dashed into the wood after her, shouting: “Irene, Irene, look out! The panther! The panther!”


In a moment he had passed through the fringe of forest into open ground and saw the girl’s gray skirt vanishing into her father’s door. No panther was visible.


IV
 AN APPEAL TO THE CONSCIENCE OF GOD


Jenner Brading, attorney-at-law, lived in a cottage at the edge of the town. Directly behind the dwelling was the forest. Being a bachelor, and therefore, by the Draconian moral code of the time and place denied the services of the only species of domestic servant known thereabout, the “hired girl,” he boarded at the village hotel, where also was his office. The woodside cottage was merely a lodging maintained — at no great cost, to be sure — as an evidence of prosperity and respectability. It would hardly do for one to whom the local newspaper had pointed with pride as “the foremost jurist of his time” to be “homeless,” albeit he may sometimes have suspected that the words “home” and “house” were not strictly synonymous. Indeed, his consciousness of the disparity and his will to harmonize it were matters of logical inference, for it was generally reported that soon after the cottage was built its owner had made a futile venture in the direction of marriage — had, in truth, gone so far as to be rejected by the beautiful but eccentric daughter of Old Man Marlowe, the recluse. This was publicly believed because he had told it himself and she had not — a reversal of the usual order of things which could hardly fail to carry conviction.


Brading’s bedroom was at the rear of the house, with a single window facing the forest.


One night he was awakened by a noise at that window; he could hardly have said what it was like. With a little thrill of the nerves he sat up in bed and laid hold of the revolver which, with a forethought most commendable in one addicted to the habit of sleeping on the ground floor with an open window, he had put under his pillow. The room was in absolute darkness, but being unterrified he knew where to direct his eyes, and there he held them, awaiting in silence what further might occur. He could now dimly discern the aperture — a square of lighter black. Presently there appeared at its lower edge two gleaming eyes that burned with a malignant luster inexpressibly terrible! Brading’s heart gave a great jump, then seemed to stand still. A chill passed along his spine and through his hair; he felt the blood forsake his cheeks. He could not have cried out — not to save his life; but being a man of courage he would not, to save his life, have done so if he had been able. Some trepidation his coward body might feel, but his spirit was of sterner stuff. Slowly the shining eyes rose with a steady motion that seemed an approach, and slowly rose Brading’s right hand, holding the pistol. He fired!


Blinded by the flash and stunned by the report, Brading nevertheless heard, or fancied that he heard, the wild, high scream of the panther, so human in sound, so devilish in suggestion. Leaping from the bed he hastily clothed himself and, pistol in hand, sprang from the door, meeting two or three men who came running up from the road. A brief explanation was followed by a cautious search of the house. The grass was wet with dew; beneath the window it had been trodden and partly leveled for a wide space, from which a devious trail, visible in the light of a lantern, led away into the bushes. One of the men stumbled and fell upon his hands, which as he rose and rubbed them together were slippery. On examination they were seen to be red with blood.


An encounter, unarmed, with a wounded panther was not agreeable to their taste; all but Brading turned back. He, with lantern and pistol, pushed courageously forward into the wood. Passing through a difficult undergrowth he came into a small opening, and there his courage had its reward, for there he found the body of his victim. But it was no panther. What it was is told, even to this day, upon a weather-worn headstone in the village churchyard, and for many years was attested daily at the graveside by the bent figure and sorrow-seamed face of Old Man Marlowe, to whose soul, and to the soul of his strange, unhappy child, peace. Peace and reparation.





“San Francisco Examiner”, 17 Oct. 1897

In the Midst of Life (1898)





from Lay of the Were-Wolf

Marie de France








’Twas soothly said, in olden hours,


That men were oft with wondrous powers


Endow’d their wonted forms to change,


And Wehr-Wolves wild abroad to range!





So Garwal roams in savage pride,


And hunts for blood and feeds on men,


Spreads dire destruction far and wide,


And makes the forests broad his den.
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— I —


A motley and picturesque-looking crowd had gathered within the walls of Fort Richelieu to attend the annual distribution of powder and lead, to take part in the winter drills and target practice, and to join in the Christmas festivities, that would last until the fast-approaching New Year.


Coureurs des bois from the Western country, scouts, hunters, trappers, militiamen, and habitants from the surrounding settlements, Indian warriors from the neighboring tribe of friendly Abenakis, were all placed under the military instruction of the company of regular marine infantry that garrisoned the fort constructed in 1665, by M. de Saurel, at the mouth of the Richelieu River, where it flows into the waters of the St. Lawrence, forty-five miles below Montreal.


It was on Christmas eve of the year 1706, and the dreaded Iroquois were committing depredations in the surrounding country, burning farmhouses, stealing cattle and horses, and killing every man, woman, and child whom they could not carry away to their own villages to torture at the stake.


The Richelieu River was the natural highway to the Iroquois country during the open season, but now that its waters were ice-bound, it was hard to tell whence the attacks from those terrible savages could be expected.


The distribution of arms and ammunition having been made, under the joint supervision of the notary royal and the commandant of the fort, the men had retired to the barracks, where they were drinking, singing, and telling stories.


Tales of the most extraordinary adventures were being unfolded by some of the hunters, who were vying with one another in their attempts at relating some unheard-of and fantastic incidents that would create a sensation among their superstitious and wonder-loving comrades.


A sharp lookout was kept outside on the bastions, where four sentries were pacing up and down, repeating every half-hour the familiar watch-cry:


“Sentinelles! prenez garde à vous!” [Sentinels! Take care!]


Old Sergeant Bellehumeur of the regulars, who had seen forty years of service in Canada, and who had come over with the regiment of Carignan-Salières, was quietly sitting in a corner of the guard-room, smoking his Indian calumet, and watching over and keeping order among the men who were inclined to become boisterous over the oft-repeated libations.


One of the men, who had accompanied La Salle in his first expedition in search of the mouths of the Mississippi, was in the act of reciting his adventures with the hostile tribes that they had met in that far-off country, when the crack of a musket was heard from the outside, through the battlements. Sundham A second report immediately followed the first one, and the cry, “Aux armes!” was soon heard, with two more shots following close on each other.


The four sentries had evidently fired their muskets at some enemy or enemies, and the guard tumbled out in a hurry, followed by all the men, who had seized their arms, ready for an emergency.


The officer on duty was already on the spot when Sergeant Bellehumeur arrived to inquire into the cause of all this turmoil. The sentry who had fired the first shot declared excitedly that all at once, on turning round on his beat, he had seen a party of red devils dancing around a bush fire, a couple of hundred yards away, right across the river from the fort, on the point covered with tall pine-trees. He had fired his musket in their direction, more with the intention of giving alarm than in the hope of hitting any of them at that distance.


The second, third, and fourth shots had been successively fired by the other sentries, who had not seen anything of the Indians, but who had joined in the firing with the idea of calling the guard to the spot, and scaring away any enemy who might be prowling around.


“But where are the Indians now?” inquired the officer, who had climbed on the parapet, “and where is the fire of which you speak?”


“They seem to have disappeared as by enchantment, sir,” answered the soldier, in astonishment; “but they were there a few moments ago, when I fired my musket at them.”


“Well, we will see;” and, turning to Bellehumeur: “Sergeant, take ten men with you, and proceed over there cautiously, to see whether you can discover any signs of the presence of Indians on the point. Meanwhile, see to it that the guard is kept under arms until your return, to prevent any surprise.”


Bellehumeur did as he was ordered, picking ten of his best men to accompany him. The gate of the fort was opened, and the drawbridge was lowered to give passage to the party, who proceeded to cross the river, over the ice, marching at first in Indian file. When nearing the opposite shore, near the edge of the wood, the men were seen to scatter, and to advance carefully, taking advantage of every tree to protect themselves against a possible ambush.


The night was a bright one, and any dark object could be plainly seen on the white snow, in the clearing that surrounded the fort.


The men disappeared for a short time, but were soon seen again, coming back in the same order and by the same route. “Nothing, sir,” said the sergeant, in saluting the officer. “Not a sign of fire of any kind, and not a single Indian track, in the snow, over the point.”


“Well, that is curious, I declare! Had the sentry been drinking, sergeant, before going on post?”


“No more than the rest of the men, sir; and I could see no sign of liquor on him when the relief was sent out, an hour ago.”


“Well, the man must be a fool or a poltroon to raise such an alarm without any cause whatever. See that he is immediately relieved from his post, sergeant, and have him confined in the guard-house until he appears before the commandant in the morning.”


The sentry was duly relieved, and calm was restored among the garrison. The men went back to their quarters, and the conversation naturally fell on the peculiar circumstances that had just taken place.





— II —


An old weather-beaten trapper who had just returned from the Great Lakes volunteered the remark that, for his part, he was not so very sure that the sentry had not acted in perfect good faith, and had not been deceived by a band of loups-garous — werwolves — who came and went, appeared and disappeared, just as they pleased, under the protection of old Nick himself.


“I have seen them more than once in my travels,” continued the trapper; “and only last year I had occasion to fire at just such a band of miscreants, up on the Ottawa River, above the portage of the Grandes-Chaudières.”


“Tell us about it!” chimed in the crowd of superstitious adventurers, whose credulous curiosity was instantly awakened by the promise of a story that would appeal to their love of the supernatural.


And everyone gathered about the old trapper, who was evidently proud to have the occasion to recite his exploits before as distinguished an assemblage of dare-devils as one could find anywhere, from Quebec to Michilimackinac.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


We had left Lachine, twenty-four of us, in three war-canoes, bound for the Illinois country, by way of the Ottawa River and the Upper Lakes; and in four days we had reached the portage of the Grandes-Chaudières, where we rested for one day to renew our stock of meat, which was getting exhausted. Along with one of my companions, I had followed some deer-tracks, which led us several miles up the river, and we soon succeeded in killing a splendid animal. We divided the meat so as to make it easier for us to carry, and it was getting on toward nightfall when we began to retrace our steps in the direction of the camp.


Darkness overtook us on the way, and as we were heavily burdened, we had stopped to rest and to smoke a pipe in a clump of maple-trees on the edge of the river. All at once, and without warning of any kind, we saw a bright fire of balsam boughs burning on a small island in the middle of the river. Ten or twelve renegades, half human and half beasts, with heads and tails like wolves, arms, legs, and bodies like men, and eyes glaring like burning coals, were dancing around the fire, and barking a sort of outlandish chant that was now and then changed to peals of infernal laughter. We could also vaguely perceive, lying on the ground, the body of a human being that two of the imps were engaged in cutting up, probably getting it ready for the horrible meal that the miscreants would make when the dance would be over.


Although we were sitting in the shadow of the trees, partly concealed by the underbrush, we were at once discovered by the dancers, who beckoned to us to go and join them in their disgusting feast. That is the way they entrap unwary hunters for their bloody sacrifices. Our first impulse was to fly toward the woods; but we soon realized that we had to deal with loups-garous; and as we had both been to confession and taken holy communion before embarking at Lachine, we knew we had nothing to fear from them.


White loups-garous are bad enough at any time, and you all know that only those who have remained seven years without performing their Easter duties are liable to be changed into wolves, condemned to prowl about at night until they are delivered by some Christian drawing blood from them by inflicting a wound on their forehead in the form of a cross. But we had to deal with Indian renegades, who had accepted the sacraments only in mockery, and who had never since performed any of the duties commanded by the Church. They are the worst loups-garous that one can meet, because they are constantly intent on capturing some misguided Christian, to drink his blood and to eat his flesh in their horrible fricots. Had we been in possession of holy water to sprinkle at them, or of a four-leaved clover to make wadding for our muskets, we might have exterminated the whole crowd, after having cut crosses on the lead of our bullets. But we were powerless to interfere with them, knowing full well that ordinary ammunition was useless, and that bullets would flatten out on their tough and impenetrable hides. Wolves at night, those devils would assume again, during the day, the appearance of ordinary Indians; but their hide is only turned inside out, with the hair growing inward.


We were about to proceed on our way to the camp, leaving the loups-garous to continue their witchcraft unmolested, when a thought struck me that we might at least try to give them a couple of parting shots. We both withdrew the bullets from our muskets, cut crosses on them with our hunting-knives, placed them back in the barrels, along with two dizaines [a score] of beads from the blessed rosary which I carried in my pocket. That would surely make the renegades sick, if it did not kill them outright.


We took good aim, and fired together. Such unearthly howling and yelling I have never heard before or since. Whether we killed any of them I could not say; but the fire instantly disappeared, and the island was left in darkness, while the howls grew fainter and fainter as the loups-garous seemed to be scampering in the distance.


We returned to camp, where our companions were beginning to be anxious about our safety. We found that one man, a hard character who bragged of his misdeeds, had disappeared during the day, and when we left on the following morning he had not yet returned to camp, neither did we ever hear of him afterward. In paddling up the river in our canoes, we passed close to the island where we had seen the loups-garous the night before. We landed, and searched around for some time; but we could find no traces of fire, or any signs of the passage of werwolves or of any other animals. I knew that it would turn out just so, because it is a well-known fact that those accursed brutes never leave any tracks behind them. My opinion was then, and has never changed to this day, that the man who strayed from our camp, and never returned, was captured by the loups-garous, and was being eaten up by them when we disturbed their horrible feast.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


“Well, is that all?” inquired Sergeant Bellehumeur, with an ill concealed contempt.


“Yes, that is all; but is it not enough to make one think that the sentry who has just been confined in the guard-house by the lieutenant for causing a false alarm has been deceived by a band of loups-garous who were picnicking on the point, and who disappeared in a twinkle when they found out that they were discovered?”


A murmur of assent greeted these last remarks of the speaker, and a number of coureurs des bois [runners of the woods] were ready to corroborate the absolute likelihood of his story by relating some of their own experiences with the loups-garous.


One of them, however, in his dislike for anything connected with military discipline, ventured to add some offensive remarks for the young officer who had ordered the sentry to be placed in confinement.


“Halte-là!” growled the sergeant. “The first one who dares insinuate anything contrary to discipline, or show a want of respect for any of our officers, will be placed in the dungeon without further ado. Tell as many stories as you please, but as long as you are under my orders you will have to remember that you are not roaming at large in the wilderness, and that you are here in one of the forts of his Majesty the King of France.”


This had the effect of producing an immediate silence, and the sergeant continued:


“I am not ready to gainsay the truthfulness of the story that has just been told, because I am myself inclined to believe in loups-garous, although I have never met one face to face; but I will not suffer anyone to speak disrespectfully of my superior officers. I will, however, if you desire it, tell you the experience of one of my old copains, [friends] now dead and gone these many years, with a female loup-garou,who lived in the Iroquois village of Caughnawaga, near Montreal.”


At the unanimous request of the crowd, the sergeant went on:


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


Baptiste Tranchemontagne was a corporal with me, in the company of M. de Saurel, in the old regiment of Carignan-Salières. We had come from France together, and he and I made a pair in everything connected with the service, having fought side by side in many an encounter with the redskins. The poor fellow fell into the hands of the Iroquois at Cataracoui, and he was tortured at the stake in the village of the Mohawks. He died like a man, smiling when they tore the flesh from his body with red-hot tongs, and spitting in the faces of his tormentors when they approached him to cut off his lips and to pull out his eyes. May God have mercy on his brave soul!


(And the sergeant devoutly crossed himself.)


Baptiste, in one of our expeditions on the south shore of Lake Ontario, had made the acquaintance of a young Indian maiden who was known as La-linotte-qui-chante [the singing linnet] among the warriors of her tribe. An intimacy sprang up between Baptiste and the young squaw, and they were married, Indian fashion, without much ceremony, the father’s consent having been obtained by the gift of an old musket. The girl followed us back, and joined the tribe that had settled at Caughnawaga, under the protection of the guns of Fort St. Louis, opposite Lachine, where our company was stationed for nearly a whole year. Everything went well as long as we remained at Fort St. Louis, although, Indian-like, the young squaw was fearfully jealous of Baptiste, and at times would threaten him with acts of direful vengeance if he ever became unfaithful to her.


One day our command was ordered to Fort St. Frédéric, on Lake Champlain, and our captain gave the strictest order that no camp-follower of any kind, men, women, or children, should be allowed to accompany us in the expedition. We started in the middle of the night, and Baptiste hurriedly said goodbye to his Indian wife, telling her that he would return to see her in a short time. The squaw answered sulkily that she would follow him anywhere, and that, in spite of the captain or anyone else, she would reach the fort before we did. We knew the Indian character too well to doubt that she would do as she promised, and when we marched over the drawbridge of Fort St. Frédéric, five days afterward, we were not too much astonished to see, among the throng of Indians who had gathered to see us arrive, the face of Baptiste’s squaw, half concealed under her blanket. Baptiste was slightly annoyed at her presence, because he feared that the officers might think that, contrary to orders, he had encouraged her to follow the company.


But we had no time to reflect on the situation before our company was ordered to embark in canoes, to proceed at once to Lake St. Sacrament (now Lake George). Baptiste did not even have the chance to speak to his squaw before we got under way, with three more companies of our regiment, under the command of Colonel de Ramezay. We were away for three months, engaged in an expedition against the Mohawks; and we gave the red devils such a thrashing that they pleaded for peace, and we returned victorious to enjoy a few weeks of well-earned repose in the garrison of Montreal. Baptiste had lost sight of La-linotte-qui-chante, and he supposed that she had either returned to her tribe or else formed new ties with some of the trappers who regularly visited the forts to sell their furs and squander the proceeds in riotous living.


The Indians having buried the tomahawk, there came a period of peace, when the governor-general at Quebec offered a grant of land to any soldier who would quit the regular service, and a dowry of eighty pistoles in money to any woman, provided that they got married and settled in the country. I never had any taste for wedded life or for the career of a pékin, but Baptiste was not slow in casting his eyes upon a pretty girl who lived at Laprairie, across the river from Montreal. He told me confidentially that he had made up his mind to leave the service and to profit by the liberal offers of the government. I attempted to dissuade him from his project, because I hated to part with my best friend; but he was smitten, and I had to make up my mind to bow to the inevitable when strange and unexpected occurrences soon took place that upset all his plans.


One day, when we were both lounging about the market-place. Baptiste suddenly found himself face to face with La-linotte-qui-chante, whom he had last seen some six months before at Fort St. Frédéric. To say that he felt embarrassed would be putting it very mildly; but he assumed a bold countenance, and spoke words of welcome that were received with apparent indifference by the Indian girl. She had returned to Caughnawaga, where she was now living, and she had come to Montreal with some Indian hunters who had brought their furs to market. She spoke not a word, but looked reproachfully at her old lover with her piercing black eyes, and disappeared in the crowd. Baptiste was seriously annoyed at this unexpected meeting, but as the girl had left without uttering any reproaches, he took it for granted that she had become reconciled to the idea of a final separation between them. My chum had applied for his discharge, and was to be married on the coming Easter Monday, and, as a matter of course, I was to act as his best man — his garçon d’honneur. Preparations were being made for the wedding, and there was hardly a day that Baptiste did not cross over the river to go and see his fiancée.


Ten days before the date appointed for the ceremony, Baptiste returned one night in great trouble. His intended had been taken ill, seriously ill, with a violent fever, and no one at Laprairie seemed to understand the nature of her sickness. He would ask the post surgeon to go and see her in the morning. And besides, on leaving Laprairie that very night, he had met La-linotte-qui-chante at the crossroad that led to Caughnawaga. No words had been exchanged between them, but her presence there at such a time was sufficient to give him food for presages of no pleasant nature. Accompanied by the surgeon, he repaired to Laprairie on the following morning, and he was horrified to learn that his fiancée had been stricken down with the smallpox, that was then raging among our Indian allies encamped about Fort St. Louis. Baptiste insisted at once that he should nurse his sweetheart through her dangerous illness, and the doctor returned to Montreal after having prescribed the necessary treatment. It was useless, however, for five days later my friend returned to Montreal with the sad news that his fiancée was dead. The poor fellow, in despair, re-enlisted at once in our company, and declared that he would end his life in the ranks. He then took me aside and related to me the following incidents that had occurred on the night before the death of his betrothed.


During the day he had been astonished, on entering the large family living-room, to find La-linotte-qui-chante sitting by the fireplace, as the Indians are wont to do, coming and going oftentime without asking permission of any kind from the inmates, and even without speaking a single word. Suspicious of her presence at such a place and under such circumstances, he immediately went to her and asked her what she was doing there.


“I have come to offer you help in your trouble and consolation in your sorrow. The white maiden whom you love so much will be dead before morning, if I do not come to the rescue. I will go back to Caughnawaga, and ask for a potion that will cure her from our medicine-man. Meet me tonight, at twelve o’clock at the first turn of the road among the pine-trees on the riverside.”


And before Baptiste could answer she had left the house, going in the direction of the Indian village. Although he did not half like the mysterious ways of the squaw. Baptiste said to himself that no harm could come of trying the decoction as a last resort, because the dreadful disease had made such progress that it was evident that his sweetheart was likely to die at any moment.


Shortly before midnight Baptiste took his musket and went out to the rendezvous. He had been waiting for some time, and was getting impatient, when he heard a noise behind him, and in turning round perceived a pair of eyes glaring at him from a small distance in the underbrush. It could not be the squaw, and he supposed that it was some wild animal prowling about, probably a bear, a wolf, or a wildcat. He instinctively shouldered his musket, and although he could not take a good aim in the dark, he fired, missing the beast, who sprang at him with a terrible growl.


It was a wolf of enormous size, and for the first time Baptiste thought of a loup-garou. He was too well accustomed to danger to lose his presence of mind, and throwing his empty musket in the snow, he seized his hunting-knife, and made a lunge at the beast; but the blade bent on the hide of the animal as if it had been thrust into a side of sole-leather. Baptiste now bethought himself of the only way of getting at the wolf, by drawing its blood in cutting a cross in its forehead. The wolf seemed to realize the fact, and fought at paw’s length with its powerful claws, tearing Baptiste’s flesh into shreds, and trying to strike at his face so as to blind him, if possible, while keeping its own head out of the reach of the gleaming knife.


The fight had lasted for some time, and Baptiste was getting exhausted, when by an adroit stroke of his weapon, always as sharp as a razor, he completely cut off one of the fore paws of the animal, who uttered a terrible yell resembling the scream of a woman, and fled through the woods, where it disappeared in an instant.


Baptiste now understood the situation in a moment. La-linotte-qui-chante, who had been baptized and duly received in our holy religion, having afterward relapsed into idolatry, had been turned into a loup-garou, condemned to roam by night, while keeping her usual appearance during the day. Jealousy and revenge had induced her to attack her former lover, hoping to take him unawares, and to kill him in the woods, while his new love was lying on her deathbed, a victim to the terrible scourge that the squaw had brought to the house. Baptiste learned that La-linotte-qui-chante had been a frequent visitor for some time past, having succeeded in ingratiating herself with the poor dead girl, undoubtedly bringing to her the germ of the disease that was raging at the Indian village. Such was the savage revenge of the young squaw to punish the faithlessness of Baptiste to his former vows of love and affection. It was also learned afterward that a human arm, evidently that of an Indian woman, had been found in the snow by some children who had strayed in the woods, at the very spot where the fight had taken place between Baptiste and the loup-garou. It was undoubtedly the fore paw of the wolf, which had resumed its former shape as the arm of the renegade squaw.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


“I have already told you,” continued Sergeant Bellehumeur, “that poor Baptiste was later on taken prisoner by the Iroquois at Cataracoui, and that he was burned at the stake by the Mohawks. One of the prisoners who escaped from the redskins, and remarked a one-armed squaw, who seemed to take special pleasure in inventing the most abominable devices to add to the sufferings of poor Baptiste. It was she who pulled out his tongue by the root, and who crushed in his skull with a tomahawk when he fainted from pain and loss of blood.


“Now,” summed up the sergeant, so as to cut short any more story-telling, “this is a real loup-garou story that I can vouch for, and that I would not permit anyone to gainsay; and I now would call your attention to the fact that I will order the couvre-feu [curfew] to be sounded, and that I shall expect every one of you to be snoring at the bugle-call, so as to observe the rules of this garrison.


“Lights out! and silence in the barracks!“






The first werewolf movie

 (The Werewolf 1913)

 was based on this short story.


——————
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It is Christmas eve. A man lies stretched on his blanket in a copse in the depths of a black pine forest of the Saginaw Valley. He has been hunting all day, fruitlessly, and is exhausted. So wearied is he with long hours of walking, that he will not even seek to reach the lumbermen’s camp, half a mile distant, without a few moment’s rest. He has thrown his blanket down on the snow in the bushes, and has thrown himself upon the blanket, where he lies, half dreaming. No thought of danger comes to him. There is slight risk, he knows, even were he to fall asleep, though the deep forests of the Saginaw region are not untenanted. He is in that unexplainable mental condition which sometimes comes with extreme exhaustion. His bodily senses are dulled and wearied, but a phenomenal acuteness has come to those perceptions so hard of definition — partly mental, partly psychological. The man lying in the copse is puzzled at his own condition, but he does not seek to analyze it. He is not a student of such phenomena. He is but a vigorous young backwoodsman, the hunter attached to the camp of lumbermen cutting trees in the vicinity.


The man has lain for some time listlessly, but the feeling which he cannot understand increases now almost to an oppression. He sees nothing, but there is an unusual sensation which alarms him. He recognizes near him a presence — fierce, intense, unnatural. A rustle in the twigs a few feet distant falls upon his ears. He raises his head. What he sees startles and at the same time robs him of all volition. It is not fear. He is armed and is courageous enough. It is something else; some indefinable connection with the object upon which he looks which holds him. There, where it has drawn itself closely and stealthily from its covert in the underbrush, is a huge gray wolf.


The man can see the gaunt figure distinctly, though the sombre light is deepening quickly into darkness. He can see the grisly coat, the yellow fangs, the flaming eyes. He can almost feel the hot breath of the beast. But something far more disturbing than that which meets his eye affects him. His own individuality has become obscured and another is taking its place. He struggles against the transformation, but in vain. He can read the wolf’s thoughts, or rather its fierce instincts and desires. He is the wolf.


Undoubtedly there exists at times a relation between the souls of human beings. One comprehends the other. There is a transfer of wishes, emotions, impulses. Now something of the same kind has happened to the man with this dreadful beast. He knows the wolf’s heart. The man trembles like one in fear. The perspiration comes in great drops upon his forehead, and his features are distorted. It is a horrible thing. Now a change comes. The wolf moves. He glides off in the darkness. The spell upon the man is weakened, but it is not gone. He staggers to his feet, and half an hour later is in the lumbermen’s camp again. But he comes in like one insane — pallid of face and muttering. His comrades, startled by his appearance, ply him with questions, receiving only incoherent answers. They place him in his rude bunk, where he lies writhing and twisting about as under strong excitement. His eyes are staring, as if they must see what those about him cannot see, and his breath comes quickly. He pants like a wild beast. There is reason for it. His thoughts are with the wolf. He is the wolf. The personalities of the ravening brute and of the man are blended now in one, or rather the personality of the man has been eliminated. The man’s body is in the lumbermen’s camp, but his mind is in the depths of the forest. He is seeking prey!


•   •   •   •   •


“I am hungry! I must have warm blood and flesh! The darkness is here, and my time has There are no deer tonight in the pine forest on the hill, where I have run them down and torn them. The deep snow has driven them into the lower forest, where men have been at work. The deer will be feeding tonight on the buds of the trees the men have felled. How I hate men and fear them! They are different from the other animals in the wood. I shun them. They are stronger than I in some way. There is death about them. As I crept by the farm beside the river this morning I saw a young one, a child with yellow hair. Ah, how I would like to feed upon her! Her throat was white and soft. But I dare not rush through the field and seize her. The man was there, and he would have killed me. They are not hungry. The odor of flesh came to me in the wind across the clearing. It was the same way at this time when the snow was deep last year. It is some day on which they feast. But I will feed better. I will have hot blood. The deer are in the tops of the fallen trees now!”


Across frozen streams, gliding like a shadow through the underbrush, swift, silent, with only its gleaming eyes to betray it, the gaunt figure goes. Miles are past. The figure threads its way between the trunks of massive trees. It passes over fallen logs with long, noiseless leaps; it creeps serpentlike beneath the wreck left by a summer “cyclone”; it crosses the barren reaches of oak openings, where the shadows cast by huge pines adjacent mingle in fantastic figures; it casts a shifting shadow itself as it sweeps across some lighter spot, where faint moonbeams find their way to the ground through overhanging branches. The figure approaches the spot where the lumbermen have been at work. Among the tops of the fallen trees are other figures-light, graceful, flitting about. The deer are feeding on the buds.


The eyes of the long gray figure stealing on grow more flaming still. The yellow fangs are disclosed cruelly. Slowly it creeps forward. It is close upon the flitting figures now. There is a rush, a fierce, hungry yelp, a great leap. There is a crash of twigs and limbs. The flitting figures assume another character; the beautiful deer, wild with fright, bounding away with gigantic springs. The steady stroke of their hoofs echoes away through the forest. In the treetops there is a great struggle, and then the sound comes of another series of great leaps dying off in the distance. The prey has escaped. But not altogether! The grisly figure is following. The pace had changed to one of fierce pursuit. It is steady and relentless.


•   •   •   •   •


The man in the bunk in the lumbermen’s camp half leaps to his feet. His eyes are staring more wildly, his breathing is more rapid. He appears a man in a spasm. His comrades force him to his bed again, but find it necessary to restrain him by sheer strength. They think he has gone mad. But only his body is with them. He is in the forest. His prey has escaped him. He is pursuing it.


•   •   •   •   •


“It has escaped me! I almost had it by its slender throat when it shook me off and leaped away. But I will have it yet! I will follow swiftly till it tires and falters, and then I will tear and feed upon it. The old wolf never tires! Leap away, you fool, if you will. I am coming, hungry, never resting. You are mine!”


With the speed of light, the deer bounds away in the direction its fellows have taken. Its undulating leaps are like the flight of a bird. The snow crackles as its feet strike the frozen earth and flies off in a white shower. The fallen treetops are left behind. Miles are covered. But ever, in the rear, with almost the speed of the flying deer, sweeps along the trailing shadow. It is long past midnight. The moon has risen high, and the bright spots in the forest are more frequent. The deer crosses these with a rush. A few moments later there is in the same place the passage of shadow. Still they are far apart. Will they remain so?


Swiftly between the dark pines again, across frozen streams again, through valleys and over hills, the relentless chase continues. The leaps of the fleeing deer become less vaulting, a look of terror in its liquid eyes has deepened; its tongue projects from its mouth, its wet flanks heave in distress, but it flies on in desperation. The distance between it and the dark shadow behind has lessened plainly. There is no abatement to the speed of this silent thing. It follows noiselessly, persistently.


The forest becomes thinner now. The flying deer bounds over a fence of brushwood and suddenly into a sea of sudden light. It is the clearing in the midst of which the farmhouse stands. Across the sea of gold made by the moonshine on the field of snow flies the deer, to disappear in the depth of the forest beyond. It has scarcely passed from sight, when emerging from the wood appears the pursuing figure. It is clearly visible now. There are flecks of foam upon the jaws, the lips are drawn back from the sharp fangs, and even the light from above does not dim nor lessen the glare in the hungry eyes. The figure passes along the long bright space. The same scene in the forest beyond, but intensified. The distance between pursuer and pursued is lessening still. The leaps of the deer are weakening now, its quick panting is painful. And the thing behind is rushing along with its thirst for blood increased by its proximity. But the darkness in the forest is disappearing. In the east there is a faint ruddy tinge. It is almost morning.


“I shall have it! It is mine the weak thing, with its rich, warm blood! Swift of foot as it is, did it think to escape the old wolf? It falters as it leaps. It is faint and tottering. How I will tear it! The day has nearly come. How I hate the day! But the prey is mine. I will kill it in the gray light.”


•   •   •   •   •


The man in the bunk in the lumbermen’s camp is seized with another spasm. He struggles to escape from his friends, though he does not see them. He is fiercely intent on something. His teeth are set and his eyes glare fiercely. It requires half a dozen men to restrain him.


•   •   •   •   •


The deer struggles on, still swiftly but with effort. Its breath comes in agony, its eyes are staring from its sockets. It is a pitiable spectacle. But the struggle for life continues. In its flight the deer had described a circle. Once more the forest becomes less dense, the clearing with the farmhouse is reached again. With a last desperate effort the deer vaults over the brushwood fence. The scene has changed again. The morning has broken. The great snowy surface which was a sea of gold has become a sea of silver. The farmhouse stands out revealed plainly in the increasing light. With flagging movement the fugitive passes across the field. But there is a sudden, slight noise behind. The deer turns its head. Its pursuer is close upon it. It sees the death which nears it. The monster, sure now of its prey, gives a fierce howl of triumph. Terror lends the victim strength. It turns toward the farmhouse; it struggles through the banks of snow; it leaps the low palings, where, beside great straw-stacks, the cattle of the farm are herded It disappears among them.


The door of the farmhouse opens, and from it comes a man who strides away toward where the cattle are gathered, lowing for their morning feed. After the man there emerges from the door a little girl with yellow hair. The child laughs aloud as she looks over the field of snow, with its myriads of crystals flashing out all colors under the rays of the morning sun. She dances along the footpath in a direction opposite that taken by the man. Not far distant, creeping along a deep furrow, is a lank, skulking figure.


“Can it be? Has it escaped me, when it was mine? I would have torn it at the farmhouse door but that the man appeared. Must I hunger for another day, when I am raging for blood! What is that? It is the child, and alone! It has wandered away from the farmhouse. Where is the great hound that guards the house at night? Oh, the child! I can see its white throat again. I will tear it. I will throttle the weak thing and still its cries in an instant!”


•   •   •   •   •


The man in the bunk in the lumbermen’s camp is wild again. His comrades struggle to hold him


•   •   •   •   •


A horrible, hairy thing, with flaming eyes and hot breath, which leaps upon and bears down a child with yellow hair. A hoarse growl, the rush of a great hound, a desperate struggle in the snow, and the still air of morning is burdened suddenly with wild clamor. There is an opening of doors, there are shouts and calls and flying footsteps; and then, mingling with the cries of the writhing brutes, rings out sharply the report of the farmer’s rifle. There is a howl of rage and agony, and a gaunt gray figure leaps upward and falls quivering across the form of the child. The child is lifted from the ground unhurt. The great hound has by the throat the old wolf — dead!


•   •   •   •   •


The man in the lumbermen’s camp has leaped from his bunk. His appearance is something ghastly. His comrades spring forward to restrain him, but he throws them off. There is a furious struggle with the madman. He has the strength of a dozen men. The sturdy lumbermen at last gain the advantage over him. Suddenly he throws up his hands and pitches forward upon the floor of the shanty — dead.


They could never understand — the simple lumbermen — why the life of the merry, light-hearted hunter of the party came to an end so suddenly on the eve of Christmas Day. He was well the day before, they said, in perfect health, but he went mad on the eve of Christmas Day, and in the morning died.
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If the air had not been December’s, I should have said there was balm in it. Balm there was, to me, in the sight of the road before me. The first snow of winter had been falling for an hour or more; the barren hill was white with it. What wind there was was behind me, and I stopped to look my fill.


The long slope stretched up till it met the sky, the softly rounded white of it melting into the gray clouds — the dove-brown clouds — that touched the summit, brooding, infinitely gentle. From my feet led the track, sheer white, where old infrequent wheels had marked two channels for the snow to lie; in the middle a clear filmy brown, not the shadow of a color, but the light of one; and the gray and white and brown of it all was veiled and strange with the blue-gray mist of falling snow. So quiet, so kind, it fell, I could not move for looking at it, though I was not halfway home.


My eyes are not very good. I could not tell what made that brown light in the middle of the track till I was on it, and saw it was only grass standing above the snow; tall, thin, feathery autumn grass, dry and withered. It was so beautiful I was sorry to walk on it.


I stood looking down at it, and then, because I had to get on, lifted my eyes to the skyline. There was something black there, very big against the low sky; very swift, too, on its feet, for I had scarcely wondered what it was before it had come so close that I saw it was a man, a priest in his black soutane. I never saw any man who moved so fast without running. He was close to me, at my side, passing me even as I thought it.


“You are hurried, father,” said I, meaning to be civil. I see few persons in my house, twelve miles from the settlement, and I had my curiosity to know where this strange priest was going. For he was a stranger.


“To the churchyard, my brother — to the churchyard,” he answered, in a chanting voice, yet not the chanting you hear in churches. He was past me as he spoke, — five yards past me down the hill.


The churchyard! Yes, there was a burying. Young John Noel was dead these three days. I heard that in the village.


“This priest will be late,” I thought, wondering why young John must have two priests to bury him. Father Moore was enough for everyone else. And then I wondered why he had called me “brother.”


I turned to watch him down the hill, and saw what I had not seen before. The man was lame. His left foot hirpled, either in trick or infirmity. In the shallow snow his track lay black and uneven where the sound foot had taken the weight. I do not know why, but that black track had a desolate look on the white ground, and the black priest hurrying down the hill looked desolate, too. There was something infinitely lonely, infinitely pathetic, in that scurrying figure, indistinct through the falling snow.


I had grown chilled standing, and it made me shiver; or else it was the memory of the gaunt face, the eyes that did not look at me, the incredible, swift lameness of the strange priest. However it was, virtue had gone from me. I went on to the top of the hill without much spirit, and into the woods. And in the woods, the kindliness had gone from the snowfall. The familiar rocks and stumps were unfamiliar, threatening. Half a dozen times I wondered what a certain thing could be that crouched before me in the dusk, only to find it a rotten log, a boulder in the bare bushes.


Whether I hurried faster than I knew, for that unfriendliness around me, I did not trouble to think, but I was in a wringing sweat when I came out at my own clearing. As I crossed it to my door something startled me; what, I do not know. It was only a faint sound, far off, unknown, unrecognizable, but unpleasing. I forgot the door was latched (I leave my house by the window when I go out for the day), and pushed it sharply. It gave to my hand. There was no stranger inside, at least. An old Indian sat by the smoldering fire, with my dog at his feet.


“Andrew!” said I. “Is anything wrong?” I had it always in my mind, when he came unexpectedly, that his wife might be dead. She had been smoking her pipe and dying these ten years back.


“I don’ know.” The old man smiled as he carefully shut and barred the door I had left ajar. “He want tobacco, so I come. You good man to me. You not home; I wait and make supper; my meat.” He nodded proudly at the dull embers, and I saw he had an open pot on them, with a hacked-off joint of moose-meat. “I make him stew.”


He had done the same thing before, a sort of tacit payment for the tobacco he wanted. I was glad to see him, for I was so hot and tired from my walk home that I knew I must be getting old very fast. It is not good to sit alone in a shack of a winter’s night and know you are getting old very fast.


When there was no more moosemeat we drew to the fire. Outside the wind had risen, full of a queer wailing that sounded something like the cry of a loon. I saw Andrew was not ready to start for home, though he had his hat on his head, and I realized I had not got out the tobacco. But when I put it on the table he let it lie.


“You keep me here tonight?” he asked, without a smile, almost anxiously. “Bad night, tonight. Too long way home.”


I was pleased enough, but I asked if the old woman would be lonely.


“He get tobacco tomorrow.” (Andrew had but the masculine third person singular; and why have more, when that serves?) “Girl with him when I come. Tomorrow” — He listened for an instant to the wind, stared into the fire, and threw so mighty a bark-covered log on it that the flames flew up the chimney.


“Red deer come back to this country!” exclaimed he irrelevantly. “Come down from Maine. Wolves come back, too, over the north ice. I s’pose smell ’em? I don’ know.”


I nodded. I knew both things, having nothing but such things to know in the corner of God’s world I call my own. Andrew filled his pipe. If I had not been used to him, I could never have seen his eyes were not on it, but on me. “Tomorrow,” he harked back abruptly, “we go ’way. Break up here; go down Lake Mooin.”


“Why?” I was astounded. He had not shifted camp for years.


“I say red deer back. Not good here any more.”


“But—” I wondered for half a minute if he could be afraid of the few stray wolves which had certainly come, from Heaven knew how far, the winter before. But I knew that was nonsense. It must be something about the deer. How was I to know what his mind got out of them?


“No good,” he repeated; he lifted his long brown hand solemnly, “no good here. You come too.”


I laughed. “I’m too old! Andrew, who was the strange priest I met today crossing the upland farm?”


“Father Moore — no? Father Underhill?”


“No. Thin, tired-looking, lame.”


“Lame! Drag leg? Hurry?” I had never seen him so excited, never seen him stop in full career as now. “I don’ know.” It was a different man speaking. “Strange priest, not belong here. You come Lake Mooin with me.”


“Tell me about the priest first,” though I knew it was useless as I ordered it.


He spat into the fire. “Lame dog, lame woman, lame priest, all no good!” said he. “What time late you sit up here?”


Not late that night, assuredly. I was more tired than I wanted to own. But long after I had gone to my bunk in the corner I saw Andrew’s wrinkled face alert and listening in the firelight. He played with something in his hand, and I knew there was that in his mind which he would not say. The wind had died away; there was no more loon-calling, or whatever it was. I fell to sleep to the sound of the fire, the soft pat of snow against the window. But the straight old figure in my chair sat rigid, rigid.


I opened my eyes to broad, dull daylight. Andrew and the tobacco were gone. But on the table was something I did not see till I was setting my breakfast there three bits of twig, two uprights and a crosspiece; a lake-shore pebble; a bit of charred wood. I supposed it was something about coming back from Lake Mooin to sit by my fire again, and I swept the picture-writing away as I put down my teapot. Afterwards I was glad.


I began to wonder if it would ever stop snowing. Andrew’s track from my door was filled up already. I sat down to my fly-tying and my books, with a pipe in my mouth and an old tune at my heart, when I heard a hare shriek out. I will have no traps on my grant — a beggarly hundred acres, not cleared, and never will be; I have no farmer blood — and for a moment I distrusted Andrew. I put on my boots and went out.


The dog plumped into the woods ahead of me, and came back. The hare shrieked again, and was cut off in mid-cry.


“Indian is Indian!” said I savagely. “Andrew!” But no one answered.


The dog fell behind me, treading in my steps.


In the thick spruces there was nothing; nothing in the more open hardwood, till I came out on a clear place under a big tree, with the snow falling over into my boot legs. There, stooping in the snow, with his back to me, was a man, — the priest of yesterday. Priest or no priest, I would not have it; and I said so.


He smiled tightly, his soutane gathered up around him.


“I do not snare. Look!” He moved aside, and I saw the bloody snow, the dead hare. “Something must have killed it and been frightened away. It is very odd.” He looked round him, as I did, for the fox or wildcat tracks that were not there. Except for my bootprints from my side, and his uneven track from his, there was not a mark on the snow. It might have been a wild cat who jumped to some tree, but even so it was queer.


“Very odd,” he said again. “Will you have the hare?”


I shook my head. I had no fancy for it.


“It is good meat.”


I had turned to see where my dog had gone, but I looked back at the sound of his voice, and was ashamed. Pinched, tired, bedraggled, he held up the hare; and his eyes were sharp with hunger.


I looked for no more phantom tracks; I forgot he had sinned about the hare. I was ashamed that I, well fed, had shamed him, empty, by wondering foolishly about wild cats. Yet even so I had less fancy for that hare than ever.


“Let it lie,” said I. “I have better meat, and I suppose the beasts are hungry as well as we. If you are not hurried, come in and have a bite with me. I see few strangers out here. You would do me a kindness.”


A very strange look came on his face.


“A kindness!” he exclaimed. “I — do a kindness!”


He seemed so taken aback that I wondered if he were not a little mad. I do not like madmen, but I could not turn round on him. “You are off the track to anywhere,” I explained. “There are no settlements for a hundred miles back of me. If you come in, I will give you your bearings.”


“Off the track!” he repeated, almost joyfully. “Yes, yes. But I am very strong. I suppose—” his voice dragged into a whisper “—I shall not be able to help getting back to a settlement again. But—” He looked at me for the first time, with considering eyes like a dog’s, only more afraid, less gentle. “You are a good man, brother,” he said. “I will come.”


He cast a shuddering glance at the hare, and threw it behind him. As I turned to go he drifted lamely after me, just as a homeless dog does, half hope, half terrified suspicion. But I fancied he laid a greedy eye at the bloody hare, after he had turned away from it.


Somehow, he was not a comfortable companion, and I was sorry I had no lunatic asylum. I whistled for my dog, but he had run home. He liked neither snow nor strangers. I saw his great square head in my bed as I let the priest in, and I knew he was annoyed. Dogs are funny things.


Mad or sane, that priest ate ravenously. When he had finished his eyes were steadier, though he started frightfully when I dropped some firewood, — started toward the door.


“Were you in time for the funeral yesterday, father?” I asked, to put him at his ease. But at first he did not answer.


“I turned back,” he said at last, in the chanting voice of yesterday. “You live alone, brother? Alone, like me, in the wilderness?”


I said yes. I supposed he was one of the Indian priests who live alone indeed. He was no town priest, for his nails were worn to the quick.


“You should bar your door at night,” he continued slowly, as if it were a distasteful duty. “These woods are not — not as they were.”


Here was another warning, the second in twenty-four hours. I forgot about his being crazy.


“I always bar it.” I answered shortly enough. I was tired of these child’s terrors, all the more that I myself had felt evil in the familiar woods only yesterday.


“Do more!” cried the priest. He stood up, a taller man than I had thought him, a gaunt, hunted-looking man in his shabby black. “Do more! After nightfall keep your door shut, even to knocking; do not open it for any calling. The place is a bad place, and treachery—”


He stopped, looked at the table, pointed at something. “Would you mind,” said he, “turning down that loaf? It is not — not true!”


I saw the loaf bottom up on the platter, and remembered. It is an old custom of silent warning that the stranger in the house is a traitor. But I had no one to warn. I laughed, and turned the loaf.


“Of course there is no traitor.”


If ever I saw gratitude, it was in his eyes, yet he spoke peevishly: “Not now; but there might be. And so I say to you, after nightfall do not open your door — till the Indians come back.”


Then he was an Indian priest. I wondered why Andrew had lied about him.


“What is this thing—” I was impatient “—that you and they are afraid of? Look out there,” — I opened the door (for the poor priest, to be truthful, was not savoy), and pointed to the quiet clearing, the soft-falling snow, the fringe of spruces that were the vanguard of the woods, — “look there, and tell me what there is in my own woods that has not been there these twelve years past! Yet first an Indian comes with hints and warnings, and then you.”


“What warnings?” he cried. “The Indian’s, I mean! What warnings?”


“I am sure I do not know.” I was thoroughly out of temper; I was not always a quiet old man in a lonely shack. “Something about the red deer coming back, and the place being bad.”


“That is nonsense about the red deer,” returned the priest, not in the least as if he meant it.


“Nonsense or not, it seems to have sent the Indians away.” I could not help sounding dry. I hate these silly mysteries.


He turned his back to me, and began to prowl about the room. I had opened my mouth to speak, when he forestalled me.


“You have been kind to an outcast priest.” He spoke plainly. “I tell you in return to go away; I tell you earnestly. Or else I ask you to promise me that for no reason will you leave your house after dark, or your door on the latch, till the Indians come ba—” He stopped in the middle of a word, the middle of a step, his lame leg held up drolly. “What is that?”


It was more like the howl of a wild beast than a question, and I spun round pretty sharply. The man was crazier than I liked.


“That rubbish of twigs and stones? The Indian left them. They mean something about his coming back, I suppose.” I could not see what he was making such a fuss about. He stood in that silly, arrested attitude, and his lips had drawn back from his teeth in a kind of snarl. I stooped for the things, and it was exactly as if he snapped at me.


“Let them be. I — I have no fancy for them. They are a heathen charm.” He backed away from them, drew close to the open door, and stood with a working face, the saddest sight of fierce and weary ruin, of effort to speak kindly, that ever I saw.


“They’re just a message,” I began.


“That you do not understand.” He held up his hand for silence, more priest and less madman than I had yet seen him. “I will tell you what they mean. The twigs, two uprights and a crosspiece, mean to keep your door shut; the stone is — the stone does not matter — call it a stranger; the charcoal—” for all the effort he was making his hand fell, and I thought he trembled “—the charcoal—”


I stooped mechanically to put the things as he described them, as Andrew had left them; but his cry checked me.


“Let the cruel things be! The charcoal means the unlucky, the burned-out souls whose bodies live accursed. No, I will not touch them, either. But do you lay them as you found them, night after night, at your door, and and—” He was fairly grinding his teeth with the effort; even an outcast priest may feel shame at believing in heathenry — “and the unlucky, the unhappy, must pass by.”


I do not know why such pity came on me, except that it is not right to see into the soul of any man, and I knew the priest must be banned, and thought Andrew had meant to warn me against him. I took the things, twigs, stone, and charcoal, and threw them into the fire.


“I’d sooner they came in,” I said.


But the strange priest gave me a look of terror, of agony. I thought he wrung his hands, but I could not tell. As if I had struck him he was over my threshold, and scurrying away with his swift lameness into the woods and the thin-falling snow. He went the way we had come in the morning, the way of the dead hare. I could not help wondering if he would take it with him if it were still there. I was sorry. I had not asked him where he was going; sorrier I had not filled his pockets with food. I turned to put away my map of the district, and it was gone. He must have moved more silently than a wolf to have stolen it, but stolen it was. I could not grudge it, if I would rather have given it. I went to the bunk to pull out my sulky dog, and stood amazed. Those books lie which say dogs do not sweat.


“The priest certainly had a bad smell,” I exclaimed, “but nothing to cause all this fuss! Come out!”


But he only crawled abjectly to the fire, and presently lifted his great head and howled.


“Snow or no snow, priest or no priest,” said I, “we will go out to get rid of these vapors;” for I had not felt much happier with my guest than had the dog.


When we came back we had forgotten him; or why should I lie? — the dog had. I could not forget his lameness, his poor, fierce, hungry face. I made a prayer in my bed that night. (I know it is not a devout practice, but if the mind kneels I hold the body does not matter, and my mind has been kneeling for twenty years.)


“For all that are in agony and have none to pray for them, I beseech thee, O God!” And I meant the priest, as well as some others. But, however it was, I heard — I mean I saw — no more of him. I had never heard of him so much as his name.


Christmas passed. In February I went down to the village, and there I heard what put the faint memory of the lame man out of my head. The wolves who had followed the red deer were killing, not deer in the woods, but children in the settlements. The village talked of packs of wolves, and Heaven knew how many children. I thought, if it came to bare truth, there might have been three children eaten, instead of the thirty rumor made them, and that for the fabled pack there probably stood two or three brutes, with a taste for human flesh, and a distaste for the hard running of pulling down a deer. And before I left the village I met a man who told the plain tale.


There had been ten children killed or carried off, but there had been no pack of wolves concerned, nor even three nor two. One lame wolf’s track led from each robbed house, only to disappear on some highroad. More than that, the few wolves in the woods seemed to fear and shun the lonely murderer; were against him as much as the men who meant to hunt him down.


It was a queer story; I hardly thought it held water, though the man who told it was no romance-maker. I left him, and went home over the hard shining of the crusted snow, wondering why the good God, if he had not meant his children to kill, should have made the winter so long and hard.


Yellow shafts of low sunlight pierced the woods as I threaded them, and if they had not made it plain that there was nothing abroad I should have thought I heard something padding in the underbrush. But I saw nothing till I came out on my own clearing; and there I jerked up with surprise.


The lame priest stood with his back to my window, stood on a patch of tramped and bloody snow.


“Will you never learn sense?” he whined at me. “This is no winter to go out and leave your window unfastened. If I had not happened by, your dog would be dead.”


I stared at him. I always left the window ajar, for the dog to go out and in. “I came by,” drawled the priest, as if he were passing every day, “and found your dog out here with three wolves on him. I — I beat them off.” He might speak calmly, but he wiped the sweat from his face. “I put him in by the window. He is only torn.”


“But you—” My wits came back to me. I thanked him as a man does who has only a dumb beast to cherish. “Why did you not go in, too? You must be frozen.”


He shook his head. “The dog is afraid of me; you saw that,” he answered simply. “He was better alone. Besides, I had my hands full at the time.”


“Are you hurt?” I would have felt his ragged clothes, but he flinched away from me.


“They were afraid, too!” He gave a short laugh. “And now I must go. Only be careful. For all you knew, there might have been wolves beside you as you came. And you had no gun.”


I knew now why he looked neither cold nor like a man who has been waiting. He had made the window safe for the dog inside, and run through the woods to guard me. I was full of wonder at the strangeness of him, and the absurd gratitude; I forgot — or rather, I did not speak of — the stolen map. I begged him to come in for the night. But he cut me off in the middle.


“I am going a long way. No, I will not take a gun. I have no fear.”


“These wolves are too much!” I cried angrily. “They told me in the village that a lame one had been harrying the settlements. I mean a wolf—” Not for worlds would I have said anything about lameness if I had remembered his.


“Do they say that?” he asked, his gaunt and furrowed face without expression. “Oh, you need not mind me. It is no secret that I — I too am lame. Are they sure?”


“Sure enough to mean to kill him.” Somehow, my tongue faltered over it.


“So they ought.” He spoke in his throat. “But — I doubt if they can!” He straightened himself, looked at the sun with a queer face. “I must be going. You need not thank me — except, if there comes one at nightfall, do not, for my memory, let him in. Good-night, brother.”


And, “Good-night, brother,” said I.


He turned, and drifted lamely out of the clearing. He was out of my sight as quickly as if he had gone into the ground. It was true about the wolves; there were their three tracks, and the priest’s tracks running to the place where they had my dog down. If, remembering the hare, I had had other thoughts, I was ashamed of them. I was sorry I had not asked in the village about this strange man who beat off wolves with a stick; but I had, unfortunately, not known it in the village.


I was to know. Oh, I was to know! It might have been a month after — anyhow, it was near sunset of a bitter day — when I saw the lame priest again.


Lame indeed. Bent double as if with agony, limping horribly, the sweat on his white face, he stumbled to my door. His hand was at his side; there was a dry blood stain round his mouth; yet even while he had to lean against the doorpost he would not let me within arm reach of him, but edged away.


“Come in, man.” I was appalled. “Come in. You — are you hurt?” I thought I saw blood on his soutane, that was in flinders.


He shook his head. Like a man whose minutes are numbered, he looked at the sun; and, like a man whose minutes are numbered, could not hurry his speech.


“Not I,” he said at last. “But there is a poor beast out there,” nodding vaguely, “a — a dog, that has been wounded. I — I want some rags to tie up the wound, a blanket to put over him. I cannot leave him in his his last hour.”


“You can’t go. I’ll put him out of his misery that will be better than blankets.”


“It might,” muttered he, “it might, if you could! But I must go.”


I said I would go, too. But at that he seemed to lose all control of himself, and snarled out at me.


“Stay at home. I will not have you. Hurry. Get me the things.”


His eyes — and, on my soul, I thought death was glazing them — were on the sinking sun when I came out again, and for the first time he did not edge away from me. I should have known without telling that he had been caring for some animal by the smell of his clothes.


“My brother that I have treated brotherly, as you me,” he said, “whether I come back this night or not, keep your door shut. Do not come out — if I had strength to kneel, I would kneel to you — for any calling. And I — I that ask you have loved you well; I have tried to serve you, except” (he had no pause, no awkwardness) “in the matter of that map; but you had burnt the heathen charm, and I had to find a way to keep far off from you. I am — I am a driven man!”


“There will be no calling.” I was puzzled and despairing. “There has been none of that loon-crying, or whatever it was, since the night I first met you. If you would treat me as a brother, come back to my house and sleep. I will not hurt your wounded dog,” though even then I knew it was no dog.


“I treat you as I know best,” he answered passionately. “But if in the morning I do not come—” He seized the blanket, the rags; bounded from me in the last rays of sunlight, dragging his burden in the snow. As he vanished with his swift, incredible lameness, his voice came back high and shrill: “If I do not come in the morning, come out and give — give my dog burial. For the love of—” he was screaming “—for the love I bore you — Christian burial!”


If I had not stayed to shut the door, I should not have lost him. Until dark I called, I beat every inch of cover. All the time I had a feeling that he was near and evading me, and at last I stopped looking for him. For all I knew he might have a camp somewhere; and camp or none, he had said pretty plainly he did not want me. I went home, angry and baffled.


It was a freezing night. The very moon looked fierce with cold. The shack snapped with frost as I sat down to the supper I could not eat for the thought of the poor soul outside; and as I sat I heard a sound, a soft, imploring call — the same, only nearer and more insistent, as the cry on the wind the night after I first saw the priest. I was at the door, when something stopped me. I do not exaggerate when I say the mad priest’s voice was in my ears: “If there comes one to your door after nightfall, do not let him in. Do not open for any crying. If I had strength to kneel, I would kneel to you.”


I do not think any pen on earth could put down the entreaty of that miserable voice, but even remembering it I would have disregarded it if, before I could so much as draw breath, that soft calling had not broken into a great ravening howl, bestial, full of malice. For a moment I thought the priest had come back raving mad; I thought silly thoughts of my cellar and my medicine chest; but as I turned for my knitted sash to tie him with, the horrid howl came again, and I knew it was no man, but a beast. Or I think that is a lie. I knew nothing, except that outside was something more horrible than I had ever dreamed of, and that I could not open my door.


I did go to the window; I put a light there for the priest to see, if he came; but I did no more. That very day I had said, “There will be no more calling,” and here, in my sober senses, stood and sweated because my words were turned into a lie.


There seemed to be two voices, yet I knew it was but one. First would come the soft wailing, with the strange drawing in it. There was more terror for me in that than in the furious snarl to which it always changed; for while it was imploring it was all I could do not to let in the one who cried out there. Just as I could withstand no longer, the ravening malice of the second cry would stop me short. It was as if one called and one forbade me. But I knew there were no two things outside.


I may as well set down my shame and be done. I was afraid. I stood holding my frantic dog, and dared not look at the unshuttered window, black and shining like new ice in the lamplight, lest I should see I knew not what inhuman face looking at me through the frail pane. If I had had the heathen charm, I should have fallen to the cowardice of using it.


It may have been ten minutes that I stood with frozen blood. All I am sure of is that I came to my senses with a great start, remembering the defenseless priest outside. I shut up my dog, took my gun, opened my door in a fury, and — did not shoot.


Not ten yards from me a wolf crouched in the snow, a dark and lonely thing. My gun was in my shoulder, but as he came at me the sound that broke from his throat loosened my arm. It was human. There is no other word for it. As I stood, sick and stupid, the poor brute stopped his rush with a great slither in the snow that was black with his blood in the moonlight, and ran, ran terribly, lamely, from my sight — but not before I had seen a wide white bandage bound round his gray-black back and breast.


“The priest’s dog!” I said. I thought a hundred things, and dared not meddle with what I did not understand.


I searched as best I might for what I knew I should not find, searched till the dawn broke in a lurid sky; and under that crimson light I found the man I had called brother on the crimson snow. And as I hope to die in a house and in my bed, my rags I gave for the dying beast were round his breast, my blanket huddled at his hand. But his face, as I looked on him, I should not have known, for it was young. I put down my loaded gun, that I was glad was loaded still, and I carried the dead home. I saw no wounded wolf nor the trace of one, except the long track from my door to the priest’s body, and that was marked by neither teeth nor claws, but, under my rags, with bullets.


Well, he had his Christian burial! — though Father Moore, good, smooth man, would not hear my tale.


The dead priest had been outcast by his own will, not the Church’s; had roamed the country for a thousand miles, a thing afraid and a thing of fear. And now someone had killed him, perhaps by mistake.


“Who knows?” finished Father Moore softly. “Who knows? But I will have no hue and cry made about it. He was once, at least, a servant of God, and these—” he glanced at the queer-looking bullets that had fallen from the dead man’s side as I made him ready for burial, “—I will encourage no senseless superstition in my people by trying to trace these. Especially—” But he did not finish.


So we dug the priest’s grave, taking turn by turn, for we are not young; and his brother in God buried him. What either of us thought about the whole matter he did not say.


But the very day after, while the frozen mound of consecrated earth was raw in the sunshine, Andrew walked in at my door.


“We come back,” he announced. “All good here now! Lame wolf dead. Shoot him after dark, silver bullet. Wēgulădimooch. Bochtusum.” [Evil spirit. Wolf. Weguladimooch is a word no Indian cares to say.]


He said never a word about the new grave. And neither did I.
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— I —


Up and down the oak-paneled dining-hall of Mansteth the master of the house walked restlessly. At formal intervals down the long severe table were placed four silver candlesticks, but the light from these did not serve to illuminate the whole of the surroundings. It just touched the portrait of a fair-haired boy with a sad and wistful expression that hung at one end of the room; it sparkled on the lid of a silver tankard. As Sir Edric passed to and fro it lit up his face and figure. It was a bold and resolute face with a firm chin and passionate, dominant eyes. A bad past was written in the lines of it. And yet every now and then there came over it a strange look of very anxious gentleness that gave it some resemblance to the portrait of the fair-haired boy. Sir Edric paused a moment before the portrait and surveyed it carefully, his strong brown hands locked behind him, his gigantic shoulders thrust a little forward.


“Ah, what I was!” he murmured to himself — “what I was!”


Once more he commenced pacing up and down. The candles, mirrored in the polished wood of the table, had burnt low. For hours Sir Edric had been waiting, listening intently for some sound from the room above or from the broad staircase outside. There had been sounds — the wailing of a woman, a quick abrupt voice, the moving of rapid feet. But for the last hour he had heard nothing. Quite suddenly he stopped and dropped on his knees against the table:


“God, I have never thought of Thee. Thou knowest that — Thou knowest that by my devihsh behavior and cruelty I did veritably murder Alice, my first wife, albeit the physicians did maintain that she died of a decline — a wasting sickness. Thou knowest that all here in Mansteth do hate me, and that rightly. They say, too, that I am mad; but that they say not rightly, seeing that I know how wicked I am. I always knew it, but I never cared until I loved — oh, God, I never cared!”


His fierce eyes opened for a minute, glared round the room, and closed again tightly. He went on:


“God, for myself I ask nothing; I make no bargaining with Thee. Whatsoever punishment Thou givest me to bear I will bear it; whatsoever Thou givest me to do I will do it. Whether Thou killest Eve or whether Thou keepest her in life — and never have I loved but her — I will from this night be good. In due penitence will I receive the holy Sacrament of Thy Body and Blood. And my son, the one child that I had by Alice, I will fetch back again from Challonsea, where I kept him in order that I might not look upon him, and I will be to him a father in deed and very truth. And in all things, so far as in me lieth, I will make restitution and atonement. Whether Thou hearest me or whether Thou hearest me not, these things shall be. And for my prayer, it is but this: of Thy loving kindness, most merciful God, be Thou with Eve and make her happy; and after these great pains and perils of childbirth send her Thy peace. Of Thy loving-kindness. Thy merciful loving-kindness, O God!”


Perhaps the prayer that is offered when the time for praying is over is more terribly pathetic than any other. Yet one might hesitate to say that this prayer was unanswered.


Sir Edric rose to his feet. Once more he paced the room. There was a strange simplicity about him, the simplicity that scorns an incongruity. He felt that his lips and throat were parched and dry. He lifted the heavy silver tankard from the table and raised the lid; there was still a good draught of mulled wine in it with the burnt toast, cut heart-shape, floating on the top.


“To the health of Eve and her child,” he said aloud, and drained it to the last drop.


Click, click! As he put the tankard down he heard distinctly two doors opened and shut quickly, one after the other. And then slowly down the stairs came a hesitating step. Sir Edric could bear the suspense no longer. He opened the dining-room door, and the dim light strayed out into the dark hall beyond.


“Dennison,” he said, in a low, sharp whisper, “is that you?”


“Yes, yes. I am coming, Sir Edric.”


A moment afterwards Dr. Dennison entered the room. He was very pale; perspiration streamed from his forehead; his cravat was disarranged. He was an old man, thin, with the air of proud humility. Sir Edric watched him narrowly.


“Then she is dead,” he said, with a quiet that Dr. Dennison had not expected.


“Twenty physicians — a hundred physicians could not have saved her. Sir Edric. She was—” He gave some details of medical interest.


“Dennison,” said Sir Edric, still speaking with calm and restraint, “why do you seem thus indisposed and panic-stricken? You are a physician; have you never looked upon the face of death before? The soul of my wife is with God—”


“Yes,” murmured Dennison, “a good woman, a perfect, saintly woman.”


“And,” Sir Edric went on, raising his eyes to the ceiling as though he could see through it, “her body lies in great dignity and beauty upon the bed, and there is no horror in it. Why are you afraid?”


“I do not fear death, Sir Edric.”


“But your hands — they are not steady. You are evidently overcome. Does the child live?”


“Yes, it lives.”


“Another boy — a brother for young Edric, the child that Alice bore me?”


“There — there is something wrong. I do not know what to do. I want you to come upstairs. And, Sir Edric, I must tell you, you will need your self-command.”


“Dennison, the hand of God is heavy upon me; but from this time forth until the day of my death I am submissive to it, and God send that that day may come quickly! I will follow you and I will endure.”


He took one of the high silver candlesticks from the table and stepped towards the door. He strode quickly up the staircase. Dr. Dennison following a little way behind him.


As Sir Edric waited at the top of the staircase he heard suddenly from the room before him a low cry. He put down the candlestick on the floor and leaned back against the wall listening. The cry came again, a vibrating monotone ending in a growl.


“Dennison, Dennison!”


His voice choked; he could not go on.


“Yes,” said the doctor, “it is in there. I had the two women out of the room, and got it here. No one but myself has seen it. But you must see it, too.”


He raised the candle and the two men entered the room — one of the spare bedrooms. On the bed there was something moving under cover of a blanket. Dr. Dennison paused for a moment and then flung the blanket partially back.


They did not remain in the room for more than a few seconds. The moment they got outside, Dr. Dennison began to speak.


“Sir Edric, I would fain suggest somewhat to you. There is no evil, as Sophocles hath it in his ‘Antigone,’ for which man hath not found a remedy, except it be death, and here—”


Sir Edric interrupted him in a husky voice.


“Downstairs, Dennison. This is too near.”


It was, indeed, passing strange. When once the novelty of this — this occurrence had worn off. Dr. Dennison seemed no longer frightened. He was calm, academic, interested in an unusual phenomenon. But Sir Edric, who was said in the village to fear nothing in earth, or heaven, or hell, was obviously much moved.


When they had got back to the dining-room. Sir Edric motioned the doctor to a seat.


“Now, then,” he said, “I will hear you. Something must be done — and tonight.”


“Exceptional cases,” said Dr. Dennison, “demand exceptional remedies. Well, it lies there upstairs and is at our mercy. We can let it live, or, placing one hand over the mouth and nostrils, we can—”


“Stop,” said Sir Edric. “This thing has so crushed and humiliated me that I can scarcely think. But I recall that while I waited for you I fell upon my knees and prayed that God would save Eve. And, as I confessed unto Him more than I will ever confess unto man, it seemed to me that it were ignoble to offer a price for His favor. And I said that whatsoever punishment I had to bear, I would bear it; and whatsoever He called upon me to do, I would do it; and I made no conditions.”


“Well?”


“Now my punishment is of two kinds. Firstly, my wife. Eve, is dead. And this I bear more easily because I know that now she is numbered with the company of God’s saints, and with them her pure spirit finds happier communion than with me; I was not worthy of her. And yet she would call my roughness by gentle, pretty names. She gloried, Dennison, in the mere strength of my body, and in the greatness of my stature. And I am thankful that she never saw this — this shame that has come upon the house. For she was a proud woman, with all her gentleness, even as I was proud and bad until it pleased God this night to break me even to the dust. And for my second punishment, that, too, I must bear. This thing that lies upstairs, I will take and rear; it is bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh; only, if it be possible, I will hide my shame so that no man but you shall know of it.”


“This is not possible. You cannot keep a living being in this house unless it be known. Will not these women say, ‘Where is the child?’”


Sir Edric stood upright, his powerful hands linked before him, his face working in agony; but he was still resolute.


“Then if it must be known, it shall be known. The fault is mine. If I had but done sooner what Eve asked, this would not have happened. I will bear it.”


“Sir Edric, do not be angry with me, for if I did not say this, then I should be but an ill counselor. And, firstly, do not use the word shame. The ways of nature are past all explaining; if a woman be frail and easily impressed, and other circumstances concur, then in some few rare cases a thing of this sort does happen. If there be shame, it is not upon you but upon nature — to whom one would not lightly impute shame. Yet it is true that common and uninformed people might think that this shame was yours. And herein lies the great trouble — the shame would rest also on her memory.”


“Then,” said Sir Edric, in a low, unfaltering voice, “this night for the sake of Eve I will break my word, and lose my own soul eternally.”


About an hour afterwards Sir Edric and Dr. Dennison left the house together. The doctor carried a stable lantern in his hand. Sir Edric bore in his arms something wrapped in a blanket. They went through the long garden, out into the orchard that skirts the north side of the park, and then across a field to a small dark plantation known as Hal’s Planting. In the very heart of Hal’s Planting there are some curious caves: access to the innermost chamber of them is exceedingly difficult and dangerous, and only possible to a climber of exceptional skill and courage. As they returned from these caves. Sir Edric no longer carried his burden. The dawn was breaking and the birds began to sing.


“Could not they be quiet just for this morning?” said Sir Edric wearily.


There were but few people who were asked to attend the funeral of Lady Vanquerest and of the baby which, it was said, had only survived her by a few hours. There were but three people who knew that only one body — the body of Lady Vanquerest — was really interred on that occasion. These three were Sir Edric Vanquerest, Dr. Dennison, and a nurse whom it had been found expedient to take into their confidence.


During the next six years Sir Edric lived, almost in solitude, a life of great sanctity, devoting much of his time to the education of the younger Edric, the child that he had by his first wife. In the course of this time some strange stories began to be told and believed in the neighborhood with reference to Hal’s Planting, and the place was generally avoided.


When Sir Edric lay on his deathbed the windows of the chamber were open, and suddenly through them came a low cry. The doctor in attendance hardly regarded it, supposing that it came from one of the owls in the trees outside. But Sir Edric, at the sound of it, rose right up in bed before anyone could stay him, and flinging up his arms cried, “Wolves! wolves! wolves!” Then he fell forward on his face, dead.


And four generations passed away.





— II —


Towards the latter end of the nineteenth century, John Marsh, who was the oldest man in the village of Mansteth, could be prevailed upon to state what he recollected. His two sons supported him in his old age; he never felt the pinch of poverty, and he always had money in his pocket; but it was a settled principle with him that he would not pay for the pint of beer which he drank occasionally in the parlor of The Stag. Sometimes Farmer Wynthwaite paid for the beer; sometimes it was Mr. Spicer from the post-office; sometimes the landlord of The Stag himself would finance the old man’s evening dissipation. In return, John Marsh was prevailed upon to state what he recollected; this he would do with great heartiness and strict impartiality, recalling the intemperance of a former Wynthwaite and the dishonesty of some ancestral Spicer while he drank the beer of their direct descendants. He would tell you, with two tough old fingers crooked round the handle of the pewter that you had provided, how your grandfather was a poor thing, “fit for nowt but to brak steeans by ta rord-side.” He was so disrespectful that it was believed that he spoke truth. He was particularly disrespectful when he spoke of that most devilish family, the Vanquerests; and he never tired of recounting the stories that from generation to generation had grown up about them. It would be objected, sometimes, that the present Sir Edric, the last surviving member of the race, was a pleasant-spoken young man, with none of the family wildness and hot temper. It was for no sin of his that Hal’s Planting was haunted — a thing which everyone in Mansteth, and many beyond it, most devoutly believed. John Marsh would hear no apology for him, nor for any of his ancestors; he recounted the prophecy that an old mad woman had made of the family before her strange death, and hoped, fervently, that he might live to see it fulfilled.


The third baronet, as has already been told, had lived the latter part of his life, after his second wife’s death, in peace and quietness. Of him John Marsh remembered nothing, of course, and could only recall the few fragments of information that had been handed down to him. He had been told that this Sir Edric, who had traveled a good deal, at one time kept wolves, intending to train them to serve as dogs; these wolves were not kept under proper restraint, and became a kind of terror to the neighborhood. Lady Vanquerest, his second wife, had asked him frequently to destroy these beasts; but Sir Edric, although it was said that he loved his second wife even more than he hated the first, was obstinate when any of his whims were crossed, and put her off with promises. Then one day Lady Vanquerest herself was attacked by the wolves; she was not bitten, but she was badly frightened. That filled Sir Edric with remorse, and, when it was too late, he went out into the yard where the wolves were kept and shot them all. A few months afterwards Lady Vanquerest died in childbirth. It was a queer things John Marsh noted, that it was just at this time that Hal’s Planting began to get such a bad name. The fourth baronet was, John Marsh considered, the worst of the race; it was to him that the old mad woman had made her prophecy, an incident that Marsh himself had witnessed in his childhood and still vividly remembered.


The baronet, in his old age, had been cast up by his vices on the shores of melancholy; heavy-eyed, gray-haired, bent, he seemed to pass through life as in a dream. Every day he would go out on horseback, always at a walking pace, as though he were following the funeral of his past self. One night he was riding up the village street as this old woman came down it. Her name was Ann Ruthers; she had a kind of reputation in the village, and although all said that she was mad, many of her utterances were remembered, and she was treated with respect. It was growing dark, and the village street was almost empty; but just at the lower end was the usual group of men by the door of The Stag, dimly illuminated by the light that came through the quaint windows of the old inn. They glanced at Sir Edric as he rode slowly past them, taking no notice of their respectful salutes. At the upper end of the street there were two persons. One was Ann Ruthers, a tall, gaunt old woman, her head wrapped in a shawl; the other was John Marsh. He was then a boy of eight, and he was feeling somewhat frightened. He had been on an expedition to a distant and foetid pond, and in the black mud and clay about its borders he had discovered live newts; he had three of them in his pocket, and this was to some extent a joy to him, but his joy was damped by his knowledge that he was coming home much too late, and would probably be chastised in consequence. He was unable to walk fast or to run, because Ann Ruthers was immediately in front of him, and he dared not pass her, especially at night. She walked on until she met Sir Edric, and then, standing still, she called him by name. He pulled in his horse and raised his heavy eyes to look at her. Then in loud clear tones she spoke to him, and John Marsh heard and remembered every word that she said; it was her prophecy of the end of the Vanquerests. Sir Edric never answered a word. When she had finished, he rode on, while she remained standing there, her eyes fixed on the stars above her. John Marsh dared not pass the madwoman; he turned round and walked back, keeping close to Sir Edric’s horse. Quite suddenly, without a word of warning, as if in a moment of ungovernable irritation, Sir Edric wheeled his horse round and struck the boy across the face with his switch.


On the following morning John Marsh — or rather, his parents — received a handsome solatium in coin of the realm; but sixty-five years afterwards he had not forgiven that blow, and still spoke of the Vanquerests as a most devilish family, still hoped and prayed that he might see the prophecy fulfilled. He would relate, too, the death of Ann Ruthers, which occurred either later on the night of her prophecy or early on the following day. She would often roam about the country all night, and on this particular night she left the main road to wander over the Vanquerest lands, where trespassers, especially at night, were not welcomed. But no one saw her, and it seemed that she had made her way to a part where no one was likely to see her; for none of the keepers would have entered Hal’s Planting by night. Her body was found there at noon on the following day, lying under the tall bracken, dead, but without any mark of violence upon it. It was considered that she had died in a fit. This naturally added to the ill-repute of Hal’s Planting. The woman’s death caused considerable sensation in the village. Sir Edric sent a messenger to the married sister with whom she had lived, saying that he wished to pay all the funeral expenses. This offer, as John Marsh recalled with satisfaction, was refused.


Of the last two baronets he had but little to tell. The fifth baronet was credited with the family temper, but he conducted himself in a perfectly conventional way, and did not seem in the least to belong to romance. He was a good man of business, and devoted himself to making up, as far as he could, for the very extravagant expenditure of his predecessors. His son, the present Sir Edric, was a fine young fellow and popular in the village. Even John Marsh could find nothing to say against him; other people in the village were interested in him. It was said that he had chosen a wife in London — a Miss Guerdon — and would shortly be back to see that Mansteth Hall was put in proper order for her before his marriage at the close of the season. Modernity kills ghostly romance. It was difficult to associate this modern and handsome Sir Edric, bright and spirited, a good sportsman and a good fellow, with the doom that had been foretold for the Vanquerest family. He himself knew the tradition and laughed at it. He wore clothes made by a London tailor, looked healthy, smiled cheerfully, and, in a vain attempt to shame his own head-keeper, had himself spent a night alone in Hal’s Planting. This last was used by Mr. Spicer in argument, who would ask John Marsh what he made of it. John Marsh replied, contemptuously, that it was “nowt.” It was not so that the Vanquerest family was to end; but when the thing, whatever it was, that lived in Hal’s Planting, left it and came up to the house, to Mansteth Hall itself, then one would see the end of the Vanquerests. So Ann Ruthers had prophesied. Sometimes Mr. Spicer would ask the pertinent question, how did John Marsh know that there really was anything in Hal’s Planting? This he asked, less because he disbelieved, than because he wished to draw forth an account of John’s personal experiences. These were given in great detail, but they did not amount to very much. One night John Marsh had been taken by business — Sir Edric’s keepers would have called the business by hard names — into the neighborhood of Hal’s Planting. He had there been suddenly startled by a cry, and had run away as though he were running for his life. That was all he could tell about the cry — it was the kind of cry to make a man lose his head and run. And then it always happened that John Marsh was urged by his companions to enter Hal’s Planting himself, and discover what was there. John pursed his thin lips together, and hinted that that also might be done one of these days. Whereupon Mr. Spicer looked across his pipe to Farmer Wynthwaite, and smiled significantly.


Shortly before Sir Edric’s return from London, the attention of Mansteth was once more directed to Hal’s Planting, but not by any supernatural occurrence. Quite suddenly, on a calm day, two trees there fell with a crash; there were caves in the center of the plantation, and it seemed as if the roof of some big chamber in these caves had given way.


They talked it over one night in the parlor of The Stag. There was water in these caves. Farmer Wynthwaite knew it; and he expected a further subsidence. If the whole thing collapsed, what then?


“Ay,” said John Marsh. He rose from his chair, and pointed in the direction of the Hall with his thumb. “What then?”


He walked across to the fire, looked at it meditatively for a moment, and then spat in it.


“A trewly wun’ful owd mon,” said Farmer Wynthwaite as he watched him.





— III —


In the smoking-room at Mansteth Hall sat Sir Edric with his friend and intended brother-in-law, Dr. Andrew Guerdon. Both men were on the verge of middle-age; there was hardly a year’s difference between them. Yet Guerdon looked much the older man; that was, perhaps, because he wore a short, black beard, while Sir Edric was clean shaven. Guerdon was thought to be an enviable man. His father had made a fortune in the firm of Guerdon, Guerdon and Bird; the old style was still retained at the bank, although there was no longer a Guerdon in the firm. Andrew Guerdon had a handsome allowance from his father, and had also inherited money through his mother. He had taken the degree of Doctor of Medicine; he did not practice, but he was still interested in science, especially in out-of-the-way science. He was unmarried, gifted with perpetually good health, interested in life, popular. His friendship with Sir Edric dated from their college days. It had for some years been almost certain that Sir Edric would marry his friend’s sister, Ray Guerdon, although the actual betrothal had only been announced that season.


On a bureau in one corner of the room were spread a couple of plans and various slips of paper. Sir Edric was wrinkling his brows over them, dropping cigar-ash over them, and finally getting angry over them. He pushed back his chair irritably, and turned towards Guerdon.


“Look here, old man!” he said. “I desire to curse the original architect of this house — to curse him in his down-sitting and his uprising.”


“Seeing that the original architect has gone to where beyond these voices there is peace, he won’t be offended. Neither shall I. But why worry yourself? You’ve been rooted to that blessed bureau all day, and now, after dinner, when every self-respecting man chucks business, you return to it again — even as a sow returns to her wallowing in the mire.”


“Now, my good Andrew, do be reasonable. How on earth can I bring Ray to such a place as this? And it’s built with such ingrained malice and vexatiousness that one can’t live in it as it is, and can’t alter it without having the whole shanty tumble down about one’s ears. Look at this plan now. That thing’s what they’re pleased to call a morning room. If the window had been here there would have been an uninterrupted view of open country. So what does this forsaken fool of an architect do? He sticks it there, where you see it on the plan, looking straight on to a blank wall with a stable yard on the other side of it. But that’s a trifle. Look here again—”


“I won’t look any more. This place is all right. It was good enough for your father and mother and several generations before them until you arose to improve the world; it was good enough for you until you started to get married. It’s a picturesque place, and if you begin to alter it you’ll spoil it.” Guerdon looked round the room critically. “Upon my word,” he said, “I don’t know of any house where I like the smoking-room as well as I like this. It’s not too big, and yet it’s fairly lofty; it’s got those comfortable-looking oak-paneled walls. That’s the right kind of fireplace, too, and these corner cupboards are handy.”


“Of course this won’t remain the smoking-room. It has the morning sun, and Ray likes that, so I shall make it into her boudoir. It is a nice room, as you say.”


“That’s it, Ted, my boy,” said Guerdon bitterly; “take a room which is designed by nature and art to be a smoking-room and turn it into a boudoir. Turn it into the very deuce of a boudoir with the morning sun laid on for ever and ever. Waste the twelfth of August by getting married on it. Spend the winter in foreign parts, and write letters that you can breakfast out of doors, just as if you’d created the mildness of the climate yourself. Come back in the spring and spend the London season in the country in order to avoid seeing anybody who wants to see you. That’s the way to do it; that’s the way to get yourself generally loved and admired!”


“That’s chiefly imagination,” said Sir Edric. “I’m blest if I can see why I should not make this house fit for Ray to live in.”


“It’s a queer thing: Ray was a good girl, and you weren’t a bad sort yourself. You prepare to go into partnership, and you both straightway turn into despicable lunatics. I’ll have a word or two with Ray. But I’m serious about this house. Don’t go tinkering it; it’s got a character of its own, and you’d better leave it. Turn half Tottenham Court Road and the culture thereof — Heaven help it! — into your town house if you like, but leave this alone.”


“Haven’t got a town house — yet. Anyway I’m not going to be unsuitable; I’m not going to feel myself at the mercy of a big firm. I shall supervise the whole thing myself. I shall drive over to Challonsea tomorrow afternoon and see if I can’t find some intelligent and fairly conscientious workmen.”


“That’s all right; you supervise them and I’ll supervise you. You’ll be much too new if I don’t look after you. You’ve got an old legend, I believe, that the family’s coming to a bad end; you must be consistent with it. As you are bad, be beautiful. By the way, what do you yourself think of the legend?”


“It’s nothing,” said Sir Edric, speaking, however, rather seriously. “They say that Hal’s Planting is haunted by something that will not die. Certainly an old woman, who for some godless reason of her own made her way there by night, was found there dead on the following morning; but her death could be, and was, accounted for by natural causes. Certainly, too, I haven’t a man in my employ who’ll go there by night now.”


“Why not?”


“How should I know? I fancy that a few of the villagers sit boozing at The Stag in the evening, and like to scare themselves by swopping lies about Hal’s Planting. I’ve done my best to stop it. I once, as you know, took a rug, a revolver and a flask of whiskey and spent the night there myself. But even that didn’t convince them.”


“Yes, you told me. By the way, did you hear or see anything?”


Sir Edric hesitated before he answered. Finally he said:


“Look here, old man, I wouldn’t tell this to anyone but yourself I did think that I heard something. About the middle of the night I was awakened by a cry; I can only say that it was the kind of cry that frightened me. I sat up, and at that moment I heard some great, heavy thing go swishing through the bracken behind me at a great rate. Then all was still; I looked about, but I could find nothing. At last I argued as I would argue now that a man who is just awake is only half awake, and that his powers of observation, by hearing or any other sense, are not to be trusted. I even persuaded myself to go to sleep again, and there was no more disturbance. However, there’s a real danger there now. In the heart of the plantation there are some eaves and a subterranean spring; lately there has been some slight subsidence there, and the same sort of thing will happen again in all probability. I wired today to an expert to come and look at the place; he has replied that he will come on Monday. The legend says that when the thing that lives in Hal’s Planting comes up to the Hall the Vanquerests will be ended. If I cut down the trees and then break up the place with a charge of dynamite I shouldn’t wonder if I spoiled that legend.”


Guerdon smiled.


“I’m inclined to agree with you all through. It’s absurd to trust the immediate impressions of a man just awakened; what you heard was probably a stray cow.”


“No cow,” said Sir Edric impartially. “There’s a low wall all round the place — not much of a wall, but too much for a cow.”


“Well, something else — some equally obvious explanation. In dealing with such questions, never forget that you’re in the nineteenth century. By the way, your man’s coming on Monday. That reminds me today’s Friday, and as an indisputable consequence tomorrow’s Saturday, therefore, if you want to find your intelligent workmen it will be of no use to go in the afternoon.”


“True,” said Sir Edric, “I’ll go in the morning.” He walked to a tray on a side table and poured a little whiskey into a tumbler. “They don’t seem to have brought any seltzer water,” he remarked in a grumbling voice.


He rang the bell impatiently.


“Now why don’t you use those corner cupboards for that kind of thing? If you kept a supply there, it would be handy in case of accidents.”


“They’re full up already.”


He opened one of them and showed that it was filled with old account-books and yellow documents tied up in bundles. The servant entered.


“Oh, I say, there isn’t any seltzer. Bring it, please.”


He turned again to Guerdon.


“You might do me a favor when I’m away tomorrow, if there’s nothing else that you want to do. I wish you’d look through all these papers for me. They’re all old. Possibly some of them ought to go to my solicitor, and I know that a lot of them ought to be destroyed. Some few may be of family interest. It’s not the kind of thing that I could ask a stranger or a servant to do for me, and I’ve so much on hand just now before my marriage—”


“But of course, my dear fellow, I’ll do it with pleasure.”


“I’m ashamed to give you all this bother. However, you said that you were coming here to help me, and I take you at your word. By the way, I think you’d better not say anything to Ray about the Hal’s Planting story.”


“I may be some of the things that you take me for, but really I am not a common ass. Of course I shouldn’t tell her.”


“I’ll tell her myself, and I’d sooner do it when I’ve got the whole thing cleared up. Well, I’m really obliged to you.”


“I needn’t remind you that I hope to receive as much again. I believe in compensation. Nature always gives it and always requires it. One finds it everywhere, in philology and onwards.”


“I could mention omissions.”


“They are few, and make a belief in a hereafter to supply them logical.”


“Lunatics, for instance?”


“Their delusions are often their compensation. They argue correctly from false premises. A lunatic believing himself to be a millionaire has as much delight as money can give.”


“How about deformities or monstrosities?”


“The principle is there, although I don’t pretend that the compensation is always adequate. A man who is deprived of one sense generally has another developed with unusual acuteness. As for monstrosities of at all a human type one sees none; the things exhibited in fairs are, almost without exception, frauds. They occur rarely, and one does not know enough about them. A really good text-book on the subject would be interesting. Still, such stories as I have heard would bear out my theory — stories of their superhuman strength and cunning, and of the extraordinary prolongation of life that has been noted, or is said to have been noted, in them. But it is hardly fair to test my principle by exceptional cases. Besides, anyone can prove anything except that anything’s worth proving.”


“That’s a cheerful thing to say. I wouldn’t like to swear that I could prove how the Hal’s Planting legend started; but I fancy, do you know, that I could make a very good shot at it.”


“Well?”


“My great-grandfather kept wolves — I can’t say why. Do you remember the portrait of him? — not the one when he was a boy, the other. It hangs on the staircase. There’s now a group of wolves in one corner of the picture. I was looking carefully at the picture one day and thought that I detected some over-painting in that corner; indeed, it was done so roughly that a child would have noticed it if the picture had been hung in a better light. I had the over-painting removed by a good man, and underneath there was that group of wolves depicted. Well, one of these wolves must have escaped, got into Hal’s Planting, and scared an old woman or two; that would start a story, and human mendacity would do the rest.”


“Yes,” said Guerdon meditatively, “that doesn’t sound improbable. But why did your great-grandfather have the wolves painted out?”





— IV —


Saturday morning was fine, but very hot and sultry. After breakfast, when Sir Edric had driven off to Challonsea, Andrew Guerdon settled himself in a comfortable chair in the smoking-room. The contents of the corner cupboard were piled up on a table by his side. He lit his pipe and began to go through the papers and put them in order. He had been at work about a quarter of an hour when the butler entered rather abruptly, looking pale and disturbed.


“In Sir Edric’s absence, sir, it was thought that I had better come to you for advice. There’s been an awful thing happened.”


“Well?”


“They’ve found a corpse in Hal’s Planting about half an hour ago. It’s the body of an old man, John Marsh, who used to live in the village. He seems to have died in some kind of a fit. They were bringing it here, but I had it taken down to the village where his cottage is. Then I sent to the police and to a doctor.”


There was a moment or two’s silence before Guerdon answered.


“This is a terrible thing. I don’t know of anything else that you could do. Stop; if the police want to see the spot where the body was found, I think that Sir Edric would like them to have every facility.”


“Quite so, sir.”


“And no one else must be allowed there.”


“No, sir. Thank you.”


The butler withdrew.


Guerdon arose from his chair and began to pace up and down the room


“What an impressive thing a coincidence is!” he thought to himself. “Last night the whole of the Hal’s Planting story seemed to me not worth consideration. But this second death there — it can be only coincidence. What else could it be?”


The question would not leave him. What else could it be? Had that dead man seen something there and died in sheer terror of it? Had Sir Edric really heard something when he spent that night there alone? He returned to his work, but he found that he got on with it but slowly. Every now and then his mind wandered back to the subject of Hal’s Planting. His doubts annoyed him. It was unscientific and unmodern of him to feel any perplexity, because a natural and rational explanation was possible; he was annoyed with himself for being perplexed.


After luncheon he strolled round the grounds and smoked a cigar. He noticed that a thick bank of dark, slate-colored clouds was gathering in the west. The air was very still. In a remote corner of the garden a big heap of weeds was burning; the smoke went up perfectly straight. On the top of the heap light flames danced; they were like the ghosts of flames in the strange light. A few big drops of rain fell. The small shower did not last for five seconds. Guerdon glanced at his watch. Sir Edric would be back in an hour, and he wanted to finish his work with the papers before Sir Edric’s return, so he went back into the house once more.


He picked up the first document that came to hand. As he did so, another, smaller, and written on parchment, which had been folded in with it, dropped out. He began to read the parchment; it was written in faded ink, and the parchment itself was yellow and in many places stained. It was the confession of the third baronet — he could tell that by the date upon it. It told the story of that night when he and Dr. Dennison went together carrying a burden through the long garden out into the orchard that skirts the north side of the park, and then across a field to a small, dark plantation. It told how he made a vow to God and did not keep it. These were the last words of the confession:


“Already upon me has the punishment fallen, and the devil’s wolves do seem to hunt me in my sleep nightly. But I know that there is worse to come. The thing that I took to Hal’s Planting is dead. Yet will it come back again to the Hall, and then will the Vanquerests be at an end. This writing I have committed to chance, neither showing it nor hiding it, and leaving it to chance if any man shall read it.”


Underneath there was a line written in darker ink, and in quite a different handwriting. It was dated fifteen years later, and the initials R.D. were appended to it:


“It is not dead. I do not think that it will ever die.”


When Andrew Guerdon had finished reading this document, he looked slowly round the room. The subject had got on his nerves, and he was almost expecting to see something. Then he did his best to pull himself together. The first question he put to himself was this: “Has Ted ever seen this? Obviously he had not. If he had, he could not have taken the tradition of Hal’s Planting so lightly, nor have spoken of it so freely. Besides, he would either have mentioned the document to Guerdon, or he would have kept it carefully concealed. He would not have allowed him to come across it casually in that way. Ted must never see it,” thought Guerdon to himself. He then remembered the pile of weeds he had seen burning in the garden, He put the parchment in his pocket, and hurried out. There was no one about. He spread the parchment on the top of the pile, and waited until it was entirely consumed. Then he went back to the smoking-room; he felt easier now.


“Yes,” thought Guerdon, “if Ted had first of all heard of the finding of that body, and then had read that document, I believe that he would have gone mad. Things that come near us affect us deeply.”


Guerdon himself was much moved. He clung steadily to reason; he felt himself able to give a natural explanation all through, and yet he was nervous. The net of coincidence had closed in around him; the mention in Sir Edric’s confession of the prophecy which had subsequently become traditional in the village alarmed him. And what did that last line mean? He supposed that R.D. must be the initials of Dr. Dennison. What did he mean by saying that the thing was not dead? Did he mean that it had not really been killed, that it had been gifted with some preternatural strength and vitality and had survived, though Sir Edric did not know it? He recalled what he had said about the prolongation of the lives of such things. If it still survived, why had it never been seen? Had it joined to the wild hardiness of the beast a cunning that was human — or more than human? How could it have lived? There was water in the caves, he reflected, and food could have been secured — a wild beast’s food. Or did Dr. Dennison mean that though the thing itself was dead, its wraith survived and haunted the place? He wondered how the doctor had found Sir Edric’s confession, and why he had written that hue at the end of it. As he sat thinking, a low rumble of thunder in the distance startled him. He felt a touch of panic — a sudden impulse to leave Mansteth at once and, if possible, to take Ted with him. Ray could never live there. He went over the whole thing in his mind again and again, at one time calm and argumentative about it, and at another shaken by blind horror.


Sir Edric, on his return from Challonsea a few minutes afterwards, came straight to the smoking-room where Guerdon was. He looked tired and depressed. He began to speak at once:


“You needn’t tell me about it — about John Marsh. I heard about it in the village.”


“Did you? It’s a painful occurrence, although, of  marriage—”


“Stop. Don’t go into it. Anything can be explained — I know that”


“I went through those papers and account-books while you were away. Most of them may just as well be destroyed; but there are a few — I put them aside there — which might be kept. There was nothing of any interest.”


“Thanks; I’m much obliged to you.”


“Oh, and look here, I’ve got an idea. I’ve been examining the plans of the house, and I’m coming round to your opinion. There are some alterations which should be made, and yet I’m afraid that they’d make the place look patched and renovated. It wouldn’t be a bad thing to know what Ray thought about it.”


“That’s impossible. The workmen come on Monday, and we can’t consult her before then. Besides, I have a general notion what she would like.”


“We could catch the night express to town at Challonsea, and—”


Sir Edric rose from his seat angrily and hit the table.


“Good God! don’t sit there hunting up excuses to cover my cowardice, and making it easy for me to bolt. What do you suppose the villagers would say, and what would my own servants say, if I ran away tonight? I am a coward — I know it. I’m horribly afraid. But I’m not going to act like a coward if I can help it.”


“Now, my dear chap, don’t excite yourself. If you are going to care at all — to care as much as the conventional damn — for what people say, you’ll have no peace in life. And I don’t believe you’re afraid. What are you afraid of?”


Sir Edric paced once or twice up and down the room, and then sat down again before replying.


“Look here, Andrew, I’ll make a clean breast of it. I’ve always laughed at the tradition; I forced myself, as it seemed at least, to disprove it by spending a night in Hal’s Planting; I took the pains even to make a theory which would account for its origin. All the time I had a sneaking, stifled belief in it. With the help of my reason I crushed that; but now my reason has thrown up the job, and I’m afraid. I’m afraid of the Undying Thing that is in Hal’s Planting. I heard it that night. John Marsh saw it last night — they took me to see the body, and the face was awful; and I believe that one day it will come from Hal’s Planting—”


“Yes,” interrupted Guerdon, “I know. And at present I believe as much. Last night we laughed at the whole thing, and we shall live to laugh at it again, and be ashamed of ourselves for a couple of superstitious old women. I fancy that beliefs are affected by weather — there’s thunder in the air.”


“No,” said Sir Edric, “my belief has come to stay.”


“And what are you going to do?”


“I’m going to test it. On Monday I can begin to get to work, and then I’ll blow up Hal’s Planting with dynamite. After that we shan’t need to believe — we shall know. And now let’s dismiss the subject. Come down into the billiard-room and have a game. Until Monday I won’t think of the thing again.”


Long before dinner. Sir Edric’s depression seemed to have completely vanished. At dinner he was boisterous and amused. Afterwards he told stories and was interesting.


•   •   •   •   •


It was late at night; the terrific storm that was raging outside had awoke Guerdon from sleep. Hopeless of getting to sleep again, he had arisen and dressed, and now sat in the window-seat watching the storm. He had never seen anything like it before; and every now and then the sky seemed to be torn across as if by hands of white fire. Suddenly he heard a tap at his door, and looked round. Sir Edric had already entered; he also had dressed. He spoke in a curious, subdued voice.


“I thought you wouldn’t be able to sleep through this. Do you remember that I shut and fastened the dining-room window?”


“Yes, I remember it.”


“Well, come in here.”


Sir Edric led the way to his room, which was immediately over the dining-room. By leaning out of window they could see that the dining-room window was open wide.


“Burglar,” said Guerdon meditatively.


“No,” Sir Edric answered, still speaking in a hushed voice. “It is the Undying Thing — it has come for me.”


He snatched up the candle, and made towards the staircase; Guerdon caught up the loaded revolver which always lay on the table beside Sir Edric’s bed and followed him. Both men ran down the staircase as though there were not another moment to lose. Sir Edric rushed at the dining-room door, opened it a little, and looked in. Then he turned to Guerdon, who was just behind him.


“Go back to your room,” he said authoritatively.


“I won’t,” said Guerdon. “Why? What is it?”


Suddenly the corners of Sir Edric’s mouth shot outward into the hideous grin of terror.


“It’s there! It’s there!” he gasped.


“Then I come in with you.”


“Go back!”


With a sudden movement, Sir Edric thrust Guerdon away from the door, and then, quick as light, darted in, and locked the door behind him.


Guerdon bent down and listened. He heard Sir Edric say in a firm voice:


“Who are you? What are you?”


Then followed a heavy, snorting breathing, a low, vibrating growl, an awful cry, a scuffle.


Then Guerdon flung himself at the door. He kicked at the lock, but it would not give way. At last he fired his revolver at it. Then he managed to force his way into the room. It was perfectly empty. Overhead he could hear footsteps; the noise had awakened the servants; they were standing, tremulous, on the upper landing.


Through the open window access to the garden was easy. Guerdon did not wait to get help; and in all probability none of the servants could have been persuaded to come with him. He climbed out alone, and, as if by some blind impulse, started to run as hard as he could in the direction of Hal’s Planting. He knew that Sir Edric would be found there.


But when he got within a hundred yards of the plantation, he stopped. There had been a great flash of lightning, and he saw that it had struck one of the trees. Flames darted about the plantation as the dry bracken caught. Suddenly, in the light of another flash, he saw the whole of the trees fling their heads upwards; then came a deafening crash, and the ground slipped under him, and he was flung forward on his face. The plantation had collapsed, fallen through into the caves beneath it. Guerdon slowly regained his feet; he was surprised to find that he was unhurt. He walked on a few steps, and then fell again; this time he had fainted away.
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It fell in a leap year, the night of his birth;


The hillocks were shrouded, the shores were ice-girth.


’Gainst wall and ’gainst window the blown snow was flying.


And loudly a wolf at the near gate was crying.


Werewolf, werewolf.





When first he was swaddled his mother espied


A wolf that sat watching the cradle beside.


She shudder’d, she stared in the face ot the infant


 — She glimpsed the shadowing sign for an instant.


Werewolf, werewolf.





Throughout all his life wheresoe’er he might go


Close at his heels was the gray beast also.


His ears caught its footfall. Its hot breath was lying


Upon him; it filled him with terror undying.


Werewolf, werewolf.





But when it was midnight his chamber he fled:


Changed to a wolf through the gray night he sped,


Greedy with hunger, sniffing and smelling.


Straight to the hill where dead have their dwelling.


Werewolf, werewolf.





When darkness was dying and daylight began


Anew took his being the semblance of man.


And then seemed the night but a draught from dreams sources.


Save that in his mouth was a taste as of corses.


Werewolf, werewolf.







“Reno Evening Gazette”, 18 Jun. 1907





The Camp of the Dog

Algernon Blackwood

1908







— I —


Islands of all shapes and sizes troop northward from Stockholm by the hundred, and the little steamer that threads their intricate mazes in summer leaves the traveler in a somewhat bewildered state as regards the points of the compass when it reaches the end of its journey at Waxholm. But it is only after Waxholm that the true islands begin, so to speak, to run wild, and start up the coast on their tangled course of a hundred miles of deserted loveliness, and it was in the very heart of this delightful confusion that we pitched our tents for a summer holiday. A veritable wilderness of islands lay about us: from the mere round button of a rock that bore a single fir, to the mountainous stretch of a square mile, densely wooded, and bounded by precipitous cliffs; so close together often that a strip of water ran between no wider than a country lane, or, again, so far that an expanse stretched like the open sea for miles.


Although the larger islands boasted farms and fishing stations, the majority were uninhabited. Carpeted with moss and heather, their coastlines showed a series of ravines and clefts and little sandy bays, with a growth of splendid pine-woods that came down to the water’s edge and led the eye through unknown depths of shadow and mystery into the very heart of primitive forest.


The particular islands to which we had camping rights by virtue of paying a nominal sum to a Stockholm merchant lay together in a picturesque group far beyond the reach of the steamer, one being a mere reef with a fringe of fairy-like birches, and two others, cliff-bound monsters rising with wooded heads out of the sea. The fourth, which we selected because it enclosed a little lagoon suitable for anchorage, bathing, night-lines, and what-not, shall have what description is necessary as the story proceeds; but, so far as paying rent was concerned, we might equally well have pitched our tents on any one of a hundred others that clustered about us as thickly as a swarm of bees.


It was in the blaze of an evening in July, the air clear as crystal, the sea a cobalt blue, when we left the steamer on the borders of civilization and sailed away with maps, compasses, and provisions for the little group of dots in the Skägård that were to be our home for the next two months. The dinghy and my Canadian canoe trailed behind us, with tents and dunnage carefully piled aboard, and when the point of cliff intervened to hide the steamer and the Waxholm hotel we realized for the first time that the horror of trains and houses was far behind us, the fever of men and cities, the weariness of streets and confined spaces. The wilderness opened up on all sides into endless blue reaches, and the map and compasses were so frequently called into requisition that we went astray more often than not and progress was enchantingly slow. It took us, for instance, two whole days to find our crescent-shaped home, and the camps we made on the way were so fascinating that we left them with difficulty and regret, for each island seemed more desirable than the one before it, and over all lay the spell of haunting peace, remoteness from the turmoil of the world, and the freedom of open and desolate spaces.


And so many of these spots of world-beauty have I sought out and dwelt in, that in my mind remains only a composite memory of their faces, a true map of heaven, as it were, from which this particular one stands forth with unusual sharpness because of the strange things that happened there, and also, I think, because anything in which John Silence played a part has a habit of fixing itself in the mind with a living and lasting quality of vividness.


For the moment, however, Dr. Silence was not of the party. Some private case in the interior of Hungary claimed his attention, and it was not till later — the 15th of August, to be exact — that I had arranged to meet him in Berlin and then return to London together for our harvest of winter work. All the members of our party, however, were known to him more or less well, and on this third day as we sailed through the narrow opening into the lagoon and saw the circular ridge of trees in a gold and crimson sunset before us, his last words to me when we parted in London for some unaccountable reason came back very sharply to my memory, and recalled the curious impression of prophecy with which I had first heard them:


“Enjoy your holiday and store up all the force you can,” he had said as the train slipped out of Victoria; “and we will meet in Berlin on the 15th — unless you should send for me sooner.”


And now suddenly the words returned to me so clearly that it seemed I almost heard his voice in my ear: “Unless you should send for me sooner”; and returned, moreover, with a significance I was wholly at a loss to understand that touched somewhere in the depths of my mind a vague sense of apprehension that they had all along been intended in the nature of a prophecy.


In the lagoon, then, the wind failed us this July evening, as was only natural behind the shelter of the belt of woods, and we took to the oars, all breathless with the beauty of this first sight of our island home, yet all talking in somewhat hushed voices of the best place to land, the depth of water, the safest place to anchor, to put up the tents in, the most sheltered spot for the campfires, and a dozen things of importance that crop up when a home in the wilderness has actually to be made.


And during this busy sunset hour of unloading before the dark, the souls of my companions adopted the trick of presenting themselves very vividly anew before my mind, and introducing themselves afresh.


In reality, I suppose, our party was in no sense singular. In the conventional life at home they certainly seemed ordinary enough, but suddenly, as we passed through these gates of the wilderness, I saw them more sharply than before, with characters stripped of the atmosphere of men and cities. A complete change of setting often furnishes a startlingly new view of people hitherto held for well-known; they present another facet of their personalities. I seemed to see my own party almost as new people — people I had not known properly hitherto, people who would drop all disguises and henceforth reveal themselves as they really were. And each one seemed to say: “Now you will see me as I am. You will see me here in this primitive life of the wilderness without clothes. All my masks and veils I have left behind in the abodes of men. So, look out for surprises!”


The Reverend Timothy Maloney helped me to put up the tents, long practice making the process easy, and while he drove in pegs and tightened ropes, his coat off, his flannel collar flying open without a tie, it was impossible to avoid the conclusion that he was cut out for the life of a pioneer rather than the church. He was fifty years of age, muscular, blue-eyed and hearty, and he took his share of the work, and more, without shirking. The way he handled the axe in cutting down saplings for the tent-poles was a delight to see, and his eye in judging the level was unfailing.


Bullied as a young man into a lucrative family living, he had in turn bullied his mind into some semblance of orthodox beliefs, doing the honors of the little country church with an energy that made one think of a coal-heaver tending china; and it was only in the past few years that he had resigned the living and taken instead to cramming young men for their examinations. This suited him better. It enabled him, too, to indulge his passion for spells of “wild life,” and to spend the summer months of most years under canvas in one part of the world or another where he could take his young men with him and combine “reading” with open air.


His wife usually accompanied him, and there was no doubt she enjoyed the trips, for she possessed, though in less degree, the same joy of the wilderness that was his own distinguishing characteristic. The only difference was that while he regarded it as the real life, she regarded it as an interlude. While he camped out with his heart and mind, she played at camping out with her clothes and body. None the less, she made a splendid companion, and to watch her busy cooking dinner over the fire we had built among the stones was to understand that her heart was in the business for the moment and that she was happy even with the detail.


Mrs. Maloney at home, knitting in the sun and believing that the world was made in six days, was one woman; but Mrs. Maloney, standing with bare arms over the smoke of a wood fire under the pine trees, was another; and Peter Sangree, the Canadian pupil, with his pale skin, and his loose, though not ungainly figure, stood beside her in very unfavorable contrast as he scraped potatoes and sliced bacon with slender white fingers that seemed better suited to hold a pen than a knife. She ordered him about like a slave, and he obeyed, too, with willing pleasure, for in spite of his general appearance of debility he was as happy to be in camp as any of them.


But more than any other member of the party, Joan Maloney, the daughter, was the one who seemed a natural and genuine part of the landscape, who belonged to it all just in the same way that the trees and the moss and the gray rocks running out into the water belonged to it. For she was obviously in her right and natural setting, a creature of the wilds, a gipsy in her own home.


To anyone with a discerning eye this would have been more or less apparent, but to me, who had known her during all the twenty-two years of her life and was familiar with the ins and outs of her primitive, utterly un-modern type, it was strikingly clear. To see her there made it impossible to imagine her again in civilization. I lost all recollection of how she looked in a town. The memory somehow evaporated. This slim creature before me, flitting to and fro with the grace of the woodland life, swift, supple, adroit, on her knees blowing the fire, or stirring the frying-pan through a veil of smoke, suddenly seemed the only way I had ever really seen her. Here she was at home; in London she became someone concealed by clothes, an artificial doll overdressed and moving by clockwork, only a portion of her alive. Here she was alive all over.


I forget altogether how she was dressed, just as I forget how any particular tree was dressed, or how the markings ran on any one of the boulders that lay about the Camp. She looked just as wild and natural and untamed as everything else that went to make up the scene, and more than that I cannot say.


Pretty, she was decidedly not. She was thin, skinny, dark-haired, and possessed of great physical strength in the form of endurance. She had, too, something of the force and vigorous purpose of a man, tempestuous sometimes and wild to passionate, frightening her mother, and puzzling her easygoing father with her storms of waywardness, while at the same time she stirred his admiration by her violence. A pagan of the pagans she was besides, and with some haunting suggestion of old-world pagan beauty about her dark face and eyes. Altogether an odd and difficult character, but with a generosity and high courage that made her very lovable.


In town life she always seemed to me to feel cramped, bored, a devil in a cage, in her eyes a hunted expression as though any moment she dreaded to be caught. But up in these spacious solitudes all this disappeared. Away from the limitations that plagued and stung her, she would show at her best, and as I watched her moving about the Camp I repeatedly found myself thinking of a wild creature that had just obtained its freedom and was trying its muscles.


Peter Sangree, of course, at once went down before her. But she was so obviously beyond his reach, and besides so well able to take care of herself, that I think her parents gave the matter but little thought, and he himself worshiped at a respectful distance, keeping admirable control of his passion in all respects save one; for at his age the eyes are difficult to master, and the yearning, almost the devouring, expression often visible in them was probably there unknown even to himself. He, better than anyone else, understood that he had fallen in love with something most hard of attainment, something that drew him to the very edge of life, and almost beyond it. It, no doubt, was a secret and terrible joy to him, this passionate worship from afar; only I think he suffered more than anyone guessed, and that his want of vitality was due in large measure to the constant stream of unsatisfied yearning that poured forever from his soul and body. Moreover, it seemed to me, who now saw them for the first time together, that there was an unnam0 .able something — an elusive quality of some kind — that marked them as belonging to the same world, and that although the girl ignored him she was secretly, and perhaps unknown to herself, drawn by some attribute very deep in her own nature to some quality equally deep in his.


This, then, was the party when we first settled down into our two months’ camp on the island in the Baltic Sea. Other figures flitted from time to time across the scene, and sometimes one reading man, sometimes another, came to join us and spend his four hours a day in the clergyman’s tent, but they came for short periods only, and they went without leaving much trace in my memory, and certainly they played no important part in what subsequently happened.


The weather favored us that night, so that by sunset the tents were up, the boats unloaded, a store of wood collected and chopped into lengths, and the candle-lanterns hung round ready for lighting on the trees. Sangree, too, had picked deep mattresses of balsam boughs for the women’s beds, and had cleared little paths of brushwood from their tents to the central fireplace. All was prepared for bad weather. It was a cozy supper and a well-cooked one that we sat down to and ate under the stars, and, according to the clergyman, the only meal fit to eat we had seen since we left London a week before.


The deep stillness, after that roar of steamers, trains, and tourists, held something that thrilled, for as we lay round the fire there was no sound but the faint sighing of the pines and the soft lapping of the waves along the shore and against the sides of the boat in the lagoon. The ghostly outline of her white sails was just visible through the trees, idly rocking to and fro in her calm anchorage, her sheets flapping gently against the mast. Beyond lay the dim blue shapes of other islands floating in the night, and from all the great spaces about us came the murmur of the sea and the soft breathing of great woods. The odors of the wilderness — smells of wind and earth, of trees and water, clean, vigorous, and mighty — were the true odors of a virgin world unspoilt by men, more penetrating and more subtly intoxicating than any other perfume in the whole world. Oh! — and dangerously strong, too, no doubt, for some natures!


“Ahhh!” breathed out the clergyman after supper, with an indescribable gesture of satisfaction and relief. “Here there is freedom, and room for body and mind to turn in. Here one can work and rest and play. Here one can be alive and absorb something of the earth-forces that never get within touching distance in the cities. By George, I shall make a permanent camp here and come when it is time to die!”


The good man was merely giving vent to his delight at being under canvas. He said the same thing every year, and he said it often. But it more or less expressed the superficial feelings of us all. And when, a little later, he turned to compliment his wife on the fried potatoes, and discovered that she was snoring, with her back against a tree, he grunted with content at the sight and put a ground-sheet over her feet, as if it were the most natural thing in the world for her to fall asleep after dinner, and then moved back to his own corner, smoking his pipe with great satisfaction.


And I, smoking mine too, lay and fought against the most delicious sleep imaginable, while my eyes wandered from the fire to the stars peeping through the branches, and then back again to the group about me. The Rev. Timothy soon let his pipe go out, and succumbed as his wife had done, for he had worked hard and eaten well. Sangree, also smoking, leaned against a tree with his gaze fixed on the girl, a depth of yearning in his face that he could not hide, and that really distressed me for him. And Joan herself, with wide staring eyes, alert, full of the new forces of the place, evidently keyed up by the magic of finding herself among all the things her soul recognized as “home,” sat rigid by the fire, her thoughts roaming through the spaces, the blood stirring about her heart. She was as unconscious of the Canadian’s gaze as she was that her parents both slept. She looked to me more like a tree, or something that had grown out of the island, than a living girl of the century; and when I spoke across to her in a whisper and suggested a tour of investigation, she started and looked up at me as though she heard a voice in her dreams.


Sangree leaped up and joined us, and without waking the others we three went over the ridge of the island and made our way down to the shore behind. The water lay like a lake before us still colored by the sunset. The air was keen and scented, wafting the smell of the wooded islands that hung about us in the darkening air. Very small waves tumbled softly on the sand. The sea was sown with stars, and everywhere breathed and pulsed the beauty of the northern summer night. I confess I speedily lost consciousness of the human presences beside me, and I have little doubt Joan did too. Only Sangree felt otherwise, I suppose, for presently we heard him sighing; and I can well imagine that he absorbed the whole wonder and passion of the scene into his aching heart, to swell the pain there that was more searching even than the pain at the sight of such matchless and incomprehensible beauty.


The splash of a fish jumping broke the spell.


“I wish we had the canoe now,” remarked Joan; “we could paddle out to the other islands.”


“Of course,” I said; “wait here and I’ll go across for it,” and was turning to feel my way back through the darkness when she stopped me in a voice that meant what it said.


“No; Mr. Sangree will get it. We will wait here and cooee to guide him.”


The Canadian was off in a moment, for she had only to hint of her wishes and he obeyed.


“Keep out from shore in case of rocks,” I cried out as he went, “and turn to the right out of the lagoon. That’s the shortest way round by the map.”


My voice traveled across the still waters and woke echoes in the distant islands that came back to us like people calling out of space. It was only thirty or forty yards over the ridge and down the other side to the lagoon where the boats lay, but it was a good mile to coast round the shore in the dark to where we stood and waited. We heard him stumbling away among the boulders, and then the sounds suddenly ceased as he topped the ridge and went down past the fire on the other side.


“I didn’t want to be left alone with him,” the girl said presently in a low voice. “I’m always afraid he’s going to say or do something—” She hesitated a moment, looking quickly over her shoulder towards the ridge where he had just disappeared — “something that might lead to unpleasantness.”


She stopped abruptly.


“You frightened, Joan!” I exclaimed, with genuine surprise. “This is a new light on your wicked character. I thought the human being who could frighten you did not exist.” Then I suddenly realized she was talking seriously — looking to me for help of some kind — and at once I dropped the teasing attitude.


“He’s very far gone, I think, Joan,” I added gravely. “You must be kind to him, whatever else you may feel. He’s exceedingly fond of you.”


“I know, but I can’t help it,” she whispered, lest her voice should carry in the stillness; “there’s something about him that — that makes me feel creepy and half afraid.”


“But, poor man, it’s not his fault if he is delicate and sometimes looks like death,” I laughed gently, by way of defending what I felt to be a very innocent member of my sex.


“Oh, but it’s not that I mean,” she answered quickly; “it’s something I feel about him, something in his soul, something he hardly knows himself, but that may come out if we are much together. It draws me, I feel, tremendously. It stirs what is wild in me — deep down — oh, very deep down — yet at the same time makes me feel afraid.”


“I suppose his thoughts are always playing about you,” I said, “but he’s nice-minded and—”


“Yes, yes,” she interrupted impatiently, “I can trust myself absolutely with him. He’s gentle and singularly pure-minded. But there’s something else that—” She stopped again sharply to listen. Then she came up close beside me in the darkness, whispering — 


“You know, Mr. Hubbard, sometimes my intuitions warn me a little too strongly to be ignored. Oh, yes, you needn’t tell me again that it’s difficult to distinguish between fancy and intuition. I know all that. But I also know that there’s something deep down in that man’s soul that calls to something deep down in mine. And at present it frightens me. Because I cannot make out what it is; and I know, I know, he’ll do something someday that — that will shake my life to the very bottom.” She laughed a little at the strangeness of her own description.


I turned to look at her more closely, but the darkness was too great to show her face. There was an intensity, almost of suppressed passion, in her voice that took me completely by surprise.


“Nonsense, Joan,” I said, a little severely; “you know him well. He’s been with your father for months now.”


“But that was in London; and up here it’s different — I mean, I feel that it may be different. Life in a place like this blows away the restraints of the artificial life at home. I know, oh, I know what I’m saying. I feel all untied in a place like this; the rigidity of one’s nature begins to melt and flow. Surely you must understand what I mean!”


“Of course I understand,” I replied, yet not wishing to encourage her in her present line of thought, “and it’s a grand experience — for a short time. But you’re overtired tonight, Joan, like the rest of us. A few days in this air will set you above all fears of the kind you mention.”


Then, after a moment’s silence, I added, feeling I should estrange her confidence altogether if I blundered any more and treated her like a child — 


“I think, perhaps, the true explanation is that you pity him for loving you, and at the same time you feel the repulsion of the healthy, vigorous animal for what is weak and timid. If he came up boldly and took you by the throat and shouted that he would force you to love him — well, then you would feel no fear at all. You would know exactly how to deal with him. Isn’t it, perhaps, something of that kind?”


The girl made no reply, and when I took her hand I felt that it trembled a little and was cold.


“It’s not his love that I’m afraid of,” she said hurriedly, for at this moment we heard the dip of a paddle in the water, “it’s something in his very soul that terrifies me in a way I have never been terrified before — yet fascinates me. In town I was hardly conscious of his presence. But the moment we got away from civilization, it began to come. He seems so — so real up here. I dread being alone with him. It makes me feel that something must burst and tear its way out — that he would do something — or I should do something — I don’t know exactly what I mean, probably — but that I should let myself go and scream—”


“Joan!”


“Don’t be alarmed,” she laughed shortly; “I shan’t do anything silly, but I wanted to tell you my feelings in case I needed your help. When I have intuitions as strong as this they are never wrong, only I don’t know yet what it means exactly.”


“You must hold out for the month, at any rate,” I said in as matter-of-fact a voice as I could manage, for her manner had somehow changed my surprise to a subtle sense of alarm. “Sangree only stays the month, you know. And, anyhow, you are such an odd creature yourself that you should feel generously towards other odd creatures,” I ended lamely, with a forced laugh.


She gave my hand a sudden pressure. “I’m glad I’ve told you at any rate,” she said quickly under her breath, for the canoe was now gliding up silently like a ghost to our feet, “and I’m glad you’re here, too,” she added as we moved down towards the water to meet it.


I made Sangree change into the bows and got into the steering seat myself, putting the girl between us so that I could watch them both by keeping their outlines against the sea and stars. For the intuitions of certain folk — women and children usually, I confess — I have always felt a great respect that has more often than not been justified by experience; and now the curious emotion stirred in me by the girl’s words remained somewhat vividly in my consciousness. I explained it in some measure by the fact that the girl, tired out by the fatigue of many days’ travel, had suffered a vigorous reaction of some kind from the strong, desolate scenery, and further, perhaps, that she had been treated to my own experience of seeing the members of the party in a new light — the Canadian, being partly a stranger, more vividly than the rest of us. But, at the same time, I felt it was quite possible that she had sensed some subtle link between his personality and her own, some quality that she had hitherto ignored and that the routine of town life had kept buried out of sight. The only thing that seemed difficult to explain was the fear she had spoken of, and this I hoped the wholesome effects of camp-life and exercise would sweep away naturally in the course of time.


We made the tour of the island without speaking. It was all too beautiful for speech. The trees crowded down to the shore to hear us pass. We saw their fine dark heads, bowed low with splendid dignity to watch us, forgetting for a moment that the stars were caught in the needled network of their hair. Against the sky in the west, where still lingered the sunset gold, we saw the wild toss of the horizon, shaggy with forest and cliff, gripping the heart like the motive in a symphony, and sending the sense of beauty all a-shiver through the mind — all these surrounding islands standing above the water like low clouds, and like them seeming to post along silently into the engulfing night. We heard the musical drip-drip of the paddle, and the little wash of our waves on the shore, and then suddenly we found ourselves at the opening of the lagoon again, having made the complete circuit of our home.


The Reverend Timothy had awakened from sleep and was singing to himself; and the sound of his voice as we glided down the fifty yards of enclosed water was pleasant to hear and undeniably wholesome. We saw the glow of the fire up among the trees on the ridge, and his shadow moving about as he threw on more wood.


“There you are!” he called aloud. “Good again! Been setting the night-lines, eh? Capital! And your mother’s still fast asleep, Joan.”


His cheery laugh floated across the water; he had not been in the least disturbed by our absence, for old campers are not easily alarmed.


“Now, remember,” he went on, after we had told our little tale of travel by the fire, and Mrs. Maloney had asked for the fourth time exactly where her tent was and whether the door faced east or south, “everyone takes their turn at cooking breakfast, and one of the men is always out at sunrise to catch it first. Hubbard, I’ll toss you which you do in the morning and which I do!” He lost the toss. “Then I’ll catch it,” I said, laughing at his discomfiture, for I knew he loathed stirring porridge. “And mind you don’t burn it as you did every blessed time last year on the Volga,” I added by way of reminder.


Mrs. Maloney’s fifth interruption about the door of her tent, and her further pointed observation that it was past nine o’clock, set us lighting lanterns and putting the fire out for safety.


But before we separated for the night the clergyman had a time-honored little ritual of his own to go through that no one had the heart to deny him. He always did this. It was a relic of his pulpit habits. He glanced briefly from one to the other of us, his face grave and earnest, his hands lifted to the stars and his eyes all closed and puckered up beneath a momentary frown. Then he offered up a short, almost inaudible prayer, thanking Heaven for our safe arrival, begging for good weather, no illness or accidents, plenty of fish, and strong sailing winds.


And then, unexpectedly — no one knew why exactly — he ended up with an abrupt request that nothing from the kingdom of darkness should be allowed to afflict our peace, and no evil thing come near to disturb us in the night-time.


And while he uttered these last surprising words, so strangely unlike his usual ending, it chanced that I looked up and let my eyes wander round the group assembled about the dying fire. And it certainly seemed to me that Sangree’s face underwent a sudden and visible alteration. He was staring at Joan, and as he stared the change ran over it like a shadow and was gone. I started in spite of myself, for something oddly concentrated, potent, collected, had come into the expression usually so scattered and feeble. But it was all swift as a passing meteor, and when I looked a second time his face was normal and he was looking among the trees.


And Joan, luckily, had not observed him, her head being bowed and her eyes tightly closed while her father prayed.


“The girl has a vivid imagination indeed,” I thought, half laughing, as I lit the lanterns, “if her thoughts can put a glamor upon mine in this way”; and yet somehow, when we said good-night, I took occasion to give her a few vigorous words of encouragement, and went to her tent to make sure I could find it quickly in the night in case anything happened. In her quick way the girl understood and thanked me, and the last thing I heard as I moved off to the men’s quarters was Mrs. Maloney crying that there were beetles in her tent, and Joan’s laughter as she went to help her turn them out.


Half an hour later the island was silent as the grave, but for the mournful voices of the wind as it sighed up from the sea. Like white sentries stood the three tents of the men on one side of the ridge, and on the other side, half hidden by some birches, whose leaves just shivered as the breeze caught them, the women’s tents, patches of ghostly gray, gathered more closely together for mutual shelter and protection. Something like fifty yards of broken ground, gray rock, moss and lichen, lay between, and over all lay the curtain of the night and the great whispering winds from the forests of Scandinavia.


And the very last thing, just before floating away on that mighty wave that carries one so softly off into the deeps of forgetfulness, I again heard the voice of John Silence as the train moved out of Victoria Station; and by some subtle connection that met me on the very threshold of consciousness there rose in my mind simultaneously the memory of the girl’s half-given confidence, and of her distress. As by some wizardry of approaching dreams they seemed in that instant to be related; but before I could analyze the why and the wherefore, both sank away out of sight again, and I was off beyond recall.


“Unless you should send for me sooner.”





— II —


Whether Mrs. Maloney’s tent door opened south or east I think she never discovered, for it is quite certain she always slept with the flap tightly fastened; I only know that my own little “five by seven, all silk” faced due east, because next morning the sun, pouring in as only the wilderness sun knows how to pour, woke me early, and a moment later, with a short run over soft moss and a flying dive from the granite ledge, I was swimming in the most sparkling water imaginable.


It was barely four o’clock, and the sun came down a long vista of blue islands that led out to the open sea and Finland. Nearer by rose the wooded domes of our own property, still capped and wreathed with smoky trails of fast-melting mist, and looking as fresh as though it was the morning of Mrs. Maloney’s Sixth Day and they had just issued, clean and brilliant, from the hands of the great Architect.


In the open spaces the ground was drenched with dew, and from the sea a cool salt wind stole in among the trees and set the branches trembling in an atmosphere of shimmering silver. The tents shone white where the sun caught them in patches. Below lay the lagoon, still dreaming of the summer night; in the open the fish were jumping busily, sending musical ripples towards the shore; and in the air hung the magic of dawn — silent, incommunicable.


I lit the fire, so that an hour later the clergyman should find good ashes to stir his porridge over, and then set forth upon an examination of the island, but hardly had I gone a dozen yards when I saw a figure standing a little in front of me where the sunlight fell in a pool among the trees.


It was Joan. She had already been up an hour, she told me, and had bathed before the last stars had left the sky. I saw at once that the new spirit of this solitary region had entered into her, banishing the fears of the night, for her face was like the face of a happy denizen of the wilderness, and her eyes stainless and shining. Her feet were bare, and drops of dew she had shaken from the branches hung in her loose-flying hair. Obviously she had come into her own.


“I’ve been all over the island,” she announced laughingly, “and there are two things wanting.”


“You’re a good judge, Joan. What are they?”


“There’s no animal life, and there’s no — water.”


“They go together,” I said. “Animals don’t bother with a rock like this unless there’s a spring on it.”


And as she led me from place to place, happy and excited, leaping adroitly from rock to rock, I was glad to note that my first impressions were correct. She made no reference to our conversation of the night before. The new spirit had driven out the old. There was no room in her heart for fear or anxiety, and Nature had everything her own way.


The island, we found, was some three-quarters of a mile from point to point, built in a circle, or wide horseshoe, with an opening of twenty feet at the mouth of the lagoon. Pine-trees grew thickly all over, but here and there were patches of silver birch, scrub oak, and considerable colonies of wild raspberry and gooseberry bushes. The two ends of the horseshoe formed bare slabs of smooth granite running into the sea and forming dangerous reefs just below the surface, but the rest of the island rose in a forty-foot ridge and sloped down steeply to the sea on either side, being nowhere more than a hundred yards wide.


The outer shoreline was much indented with numberless coves and bays and sandy beaches, with here and there caves and precipitous little cliffs against which the sea broke in spray and thunder. But the inner shore, the shore of the lagoon, was low and regular, and so well protected by the wall of trees along the ridge that no storm could ever send more than a passing ripple along its sandy marges. Eternal shelter reigned there.


On one of the other islands, a few hundred yards away — for the rest of the party slept late this first morning, and we took to the canoe — we discovered a spring of fresh water untainted by the brackish flavor of the Baltic, and having thus solved the most important problem of the Camp, we next proceeded to deal with the second — fish. And in half an hour we reeled in and turned homewards, for we had no means of storage, and to clean more fish than may be stored or eaten in a day is no wise occupation for experienced campers.


And as we landed towards six o’clock we heard the clergyman singing as usual and saw his wife and Sangree shaking out their blankets in the sun, and dressed in a fashion that finally dispelled all memories of streets and civilization.


“The Little People lit the fire for me,” cried Maloney, looking natural and at home in his ancient flannel suit and breaking off in the middle of his singing, “so I’ve got the porridge going — and this time it’s not burnt.”


We reported the discovery of water and held up the fish.


“Good! Good again!” he cried. “We’ll have the first decent breakfast we’ve had this year. Sangree’ll clean ’em in no time, and the Bo’sun’s Mate—”


“Will fry them to a turn,” laughed the voice of Mrs. Maloney, appearing on the scene in a tight blue jersey and sandals, and catching up the frying-pan. Her husband always called her the Bo’sun’s Mate in Camp, because it was her duty, among others, to pipe all hands to meals.


“And as for you, Joan,” went on the happy man, “you look like the spirit of the island, with moss in your hair and wind in your eyes, and sun and stars mixed in your face.” He looked at her with delighted admiration. “Here, Sangree, take these twelve, there’s a good fellow, they’re the biggest; and we’ll have ’em in butter in less time than you can say Baltic island!”


I watched the Canadian as he slowly moved off to the cleaning pail. His eyes were drinking in the girl’s beauty, and a wave of passionate, almost feverish, joy passed over his face, expressive of the ecstasy of true worship more than anything else. Perhaps he was thinking that he still had three weeks to come with that vision always before his eyes; perhaps he was thinking of his dreams in the night. I cannot say. But I noticed the curious mingling of yearning and happiness in his eyes, and the strength of the impression touched my curiosity. Something in his face held my gaze for a second, something to do with its intensity. That so timid, so gentle a personality should conceal so virile a passion almost seemed to require explanation.


But the impression was momentary, for that first breakfast in Camp permitted no divided attentions, and I dare swear that the porridge, the tea, the Swedish “flatbread,” and the fried fish flavored with points of frizzled bacon, were better than any meal eaten elsewhere that day in the whole world.


The first clear day in a new camp is always a furiously busy one, and we soon dropped into the routine upon which in large measure the real comfort of everyone depends. About the cooking-fire, greatly improved with stones from the shore, we built a high stockade consisting of upright poles thickly twined with branches, the roof lined with moss and lichen and weighted with rocks, and round the interior we made low wooden seats so that we could lie round the fire even in rain and eat our meals in peace. Paths, too, outlined themselves from tent to tent, from the bathing places and the landing stage, and a fair division of the island was decided upon between the quarters of the men and the women. Wood was stacked, awkward trees and boulders removed, hammocks slung, and tents strengthened. In a word, Camp was established, and duties were assigned and accepted as though we expected to live on this Baltic island for years to come and the smallest detail of the Community life was important.


Moreover, as the Camp came into being, this sense of a community developed, proving that we were a definite whole, and not merely separate human beings living for a while in tents upon a desert island. Each fell willingly into the routine. Sangree, as by natural selection, took upon himself the cleaning of the fish and the cutting of the wood into lengths sufficient for a day’s use. And he did it well. The pan of water was never without a fish, cleaned and scaled, ready to fry for whoever was hungry; the nightly fire never died down for lack of material to throw on without going farther afield to search.


And Timothy, once reverend, caught the fish and chopped down the trees. He also assumed responsibility for the condition of the boat, and did it so thoroughly that nothing in the little cutter was ever found wanting. And when, for any reason, his presence was in demand, the first place to look for him was — in the boat, and there, too, he was usually found, tinkering away with sheets, sails, or rudder and singing as he tinkered.


Nor was the “reading” neglected; for most mornings there came a sound of droning voices form the white tent by the raspberry bushes, which signified that Sangree, the tutor, and whatever other man chanced to be in the party at the time, were hard at it with history or the classics.


And while Mrs. Maloney, also by natural selection, took charge of the larder and the kitchen, the mending and general supervision of the rough comforts, she also made herself peculiarly mistress of the megaphone which summoned to meals and carried her voice easily from one end of the island to the other; and in her hours of leisure she daubed the surrounding scenery on to a sketching block with all the honesty and devotion of her determined but unreceptive soul.


Joan, meanwhile, Joan, elusive creature of the wilds, became I know not exactly what. She did plenty of work in the Camp, yet seemed to have no very precise duties. She was everywhere and anywhere. Sometimes she slept in her tent, sometimes under the stars with a blanket. She knew every inch of the island and kept turning up in places where she was least expected — forever wandering about, reading her books in sheltered corners, making little fires on sunless days to “worship by to the gods,” as she put it, ever finding new pools to dive and bathe in, and swimming day and night in the warm and waveless lagoon like a fish in a huge tank. She went bare-legged and bare-footed, with her hair down and her skirts caught up to the knees, and if ever a human being turned into a jolly savage within the compass of a single week, Joan Maloney was certainly that human being. She ran wild.


So completely, too, was she possessed by the strong spirit of the place that the little human fear she had yielded to so strangely on our arrival seemed to have been utterly dispossessed. As I hoped and expected, she made no reference to our conversation of the first evening. Sangree bothered her with no special attentions, and after all they were very little together. His behavior was perfect in that respect, and I, for my part, hardly gave the matter another thought. Joan was ever a prey to vivid fancies of one kind or another, and this was one of them. Mercifully for the happiness of all concerned, it had melted away before the spirit of busy, active life and deep content that reigned over the island. Everyone was intensely alive, and peace was upon all.


•   •   •   •   •


Meanwhile the effect of the camp-life began to tell. Always a searching test of character, its results, sooner or later, are infallible, for it acts upon the soul as swiftly and surely as the hypo bath upon the negative of a photograph. A readjustment of the personal forces takes place quickly; some parts of the personality go to sleep, others wake up: but the first sweeping change that the primitive life brings about is that the artificial portions of the character shed themselves one after another like dead skins. Attitudes and poses that seemed genuine in the city drop away. The mind, like the body, grows quickly hard, simple, uncomplex. And in a camp as primitive and close to nature as ours was, these effects became speedily visible.


Some folk, of course, who talk glibly about the simple life when it is safely out of reach, betray themselves in camp by forever peering about for the artificial excitements of civilization which they miss. Some get bored at once; some grow slovenly; some reveal the animal in most unexpected fashion; and some, the select few, find themselves in very short order and are happy.


And, in our little party, we could flatter ourselves that we all belonged to the last category, so far as the general effect was concerned. Only there were certain other changes as well, varying with each individual, and all interesting to note.


It was only after the first week or two that these changes became marked, although this is the proper place, I think, to speak of them. For, having myself no other duty than to enjoy a well-earned holiday, I used to load my canoe with blankets and provisions and journey forth on exploration trips among the islands of several days together; and it was on my return from the first of these — when I rediscovered the party, so to speak — that these changes first presented themselves vividly to me, and in one particular instance produced a rather curious impression.


In a word, then, while everyone had grown wilder, naturally wilder, Sangree, it seemed to me, had grown much wilder, and what I can only call unnaturally wilder. He made me think of a savage.


To begin with, he had changed immensely in mere physical appearance, and the full brown cheeks, the brighter eyes of absolute health, and the general air of vigor and robustness that had come to replace his customary lassitude and timidity, had worked such an improvement that I hardly knew him for the same man. His voice, too, was deeper and his manner bespoke for the first time a greater measure of confidence in himself. He now had some claims to be called nice-looking, or at least to a certain air of virility that would not lessen his value in the eyes of the opposite sex.


All this, of course, was natural enough, and most welcome. But, altogether apart from this physical change, which no doubt had also been going forward in the rest of us, there was a subtle note in his personality that came to me with a degree of surprise that almost amounted to shock.


And two things — as he came down to welcome me and pull up the canoe — leaped up in my mind unbidden, as though connected in some way I could not at the moment divine — first, the curious judgement formed of him by Joan; and secondly, that fugitive expression I had caught in his face while Maloney was offering up his strange prayer for special protection from Heaven.


The delicacy of manner and feature — to call it by no milder term — which had always been a distinguishing characteristic of the man, had been replaced by something far more vigorous and decided, that yet utterly eluded analysis. The change which impressed me so oddly was not easy to name. The others — singing Maloney, the bustling Bo’sun’s Mate, and Joan, that fascinating half-breed of undine and salamander — all showed the effects of a life so close to nature; but in their case the change was perfectly natural and what was to be expected, whereas with Peter Sangree, the Canadian, it was something unusual and unexpected.


It is impossible to explain how he managed gradually to convey to my mind the impression that something in him had turned savage, yet this, more or less, is the impression that he did convey. It was not that he seemed really less civilized, or that his character had undergone any definite alteration, but rather that something in him, hitherto dormant, had awakened to life. Some quality, latent till now — so far, at least, as we were concerned, who, after all, knew him but slightly — had stirred into activity and risen to the surface of his being.


And while, for the moment, this seemed as far as I could get, it was but natural that my mind should continue the intuitive process and acknowledge that John Silence, owing to his peculiar faculties, and the girl, owing to her singularly receptive temperament, might each in a different way have divined this latent quality in his soul, and feared its manifestation later.


On looking back to this painful adventure, too, it now seems equally natural that the same process, carried to its logical conclusion, should have wakened some deep instinct in me that, wholly without direction from my will, set itself sharply and persistently upon the watch from that very moment. Thenceforward the personality of Sangree was never far from my thoughts, and I was forever analyzing and searching for the explanation that took so long in coming.


“I declare, Hubbard, you’re tanned like an aboriginal, and you look like one, too,” laughed Maloney.


“And I can return the compliment,” was my reply, as we all gathered round a brew of tea to exchange news and compare notes.


And later, at supper, it amused me to observe that the distinguished tutor, once clergyman, did not eat his food quite as “nicely” as he did at home — he devoured it; that Mrs. Maloney ate more, and, to say the least, with less delay, than was her custom in the select atmosphere of her English dining-room; and that while Joan attacked her tin plateful with genuine avidity, Sangree, the Canadian, bit and gnawed at his, laughing and talking and complimenting the cook all the while, and making me think with secret amusement of a starved animal at its first meal. While, from their remarks about myself, I judged that I had changed and grown wild as much as the rest of them.


In this and in a hundred other little ways the change showed, ways difficult to define in detail, but all proving — not the coarsening effect of leading the primitive life, but, let us say, the more direct and unvarnished methods that became prevalent. For all day long we were in the bath of the elements — wind, water, sun — and just as the body became insensible to cold and shed unnecessary clothing, the mind grew straightforward and shed many of the disguises required by the conventions of civilization.


And in each, according to temperament and character, there stirred the life-instincts that were natural, untamed, and, in a sense — savage.





— III —


So it came about that I stayed with our island party, putting off my second exploring trip from day to day, and I think that this far-fetched instinct to watch Sangree was really the cause of my postponement.


For another ten days the life of the Camp pursued its even and delightful way, blessed by perfect summer weather, a good harvest of fish, fine winds for sailing, and calm, starry nights. Maloney’s selfish prayer had been favorably received. Nothing came to disturb or perplex. There was not even the prowling of night animals to vex the rest of Mrs. Maloney; for in previous camps it had often been her peculiar affliction that she heard the porcupines scratching against the canvas, or the squirrels dropping fir-cones in the early morning with a sound of miniature thunder upon the roof of her tent. But on this island there was not even a squirrel or a mouse. I think two toads and a small and harmless snake were the only living creatures that had been discovered during the whole of the first fortnight. And these two toads in all probability were not two toads, but one toad.


Then, suddenly, came the terror that changed the whole aspect of the place — the devastating terror.


It came, at first, gently, but from the very start it made me realize the unpleasant loneliness of our situation, our remote isolation in this wilderness of sea and rock, and how the islands in this tideless Baltic ocean lay about us like the advance guard of a vast besieging army. Its entry, as I say, was gentle, hardly noticeable, in fact, to most of us: singularly undramatic it certainly was. But, then, in actual life this is often the way the dreadful climaxes move upon us, leaving the heart undisturbed almost to the last minute, and then overwhelming it with a sudden rush of horror. For it was the custom at breakfast to listen patiently while each in turn related the trivial adventures of the night — how they slept, whether the wind shook their tent, whether the spider on the ridge pole had moved, whether they had heard the toad, and so forth — and on this particular morning Joan, in the middle of a little pause, made a truly novel announcement:


“In the night I heard the howling of a dog,” she said, and then flushed up to the roots of her hair when we burst out laughing. For the idea of there being a dog on this forsaken island that was only able to support a snake and two toads was distinctly ludicrous, and I remember Maloney, halfway through his burnt porridge, capping the announcement by declaring that he had heard a “Baltic turtle” in the lagoon, and his wife’s expression of frantic alarm before the laughter undeceived her.


But the next morning Joan repeated the story with additional and convincing detail.


“Sounds of whining and growling woke me,” she said, “and I distinctly heard sniffing under my tent, and the scratching of paws.”


“Oh, Timothy! Can it be a porcupine?” exclaimed the Bo’sun’s Mate with distress, forgetting that Sweden was not Canada.


But the girl’s voice had sounded to me in quite another key, and looking up I saw that her father and Sangree were staring at her hard. They, too, understood that she was in earnest, and had been struck by the serious note in her voice.


“Rubbish, Joan! You are always dreaming something or other wild,” her father said a little impatiently.


“There’s not an animal of any size on the whole island,” added Sangree with a puzzled expression. He never took his eyes from her face.


“But there’s nothing to prevent one swimming over,” I put in briskly, for somehow a sense of uneasiness that was not pleasant had woven itself into the talk and pauses. “A deer, for instance, might easily land in the night and take a look round—”


“Or a bear!” gasped the Bo’sun’s Mate, with a look so portentous that we all welcomed the laugh.


But Joan did not laugh. Instead, she sprang up and called to us to follow.


“There,” she said, pointing to the ground by her tent on the side farthest from her mother’s; “there are the marks close to my head. You can see for yourselves.”


We saw plainly. The moss and lichen — for earth there was hardly any — had been scratched up by paws. An animal about the size of a large dog it must have been, to judge by the marks. We stood and stared in a row.


“Close to my head,” repeated the girl, looking round at us. Her face, I noticed, was very pale, and her lip seemed to quiver for an instant. Then she gave a sudden gulp — and burst into a flood of tears.


The whole thing had come about in the brief space of a few minutes, and with a curious sense of inevitableness, moreover, as though it had all been carefully planned from all time and nothing could have stopped it. It had all been rehearsed before — had actually happened before, as the strange feeling sometimes has it; it seemed like the opening movement in some ominous drama, and that I knew exactly what would happen next. Something of great moment was impending.


For this sinister sensation of coming disaster made itself felt from the very beginning, and an atmosphere of gloom and dismay pervaded the entire Camp from that moment forward.


I drew Sangree to one side and moved away, while Maloney took the distressed girl into her tent, and his wife followed them, energetic and greatly flustered.


For thus, in undramatic fashion, it was that the terror I have spoken of first attempted the invasion of our Camp, and, trivial and unimportant though it seemed, every little detail of this opening scene is photographed upon my mind with merciless accuracy and precision. It happened exactly as described. This was exactly the language used. I see it written before me in black and white. I see, too, the faces of all concerned with the sudden ugly signature of alarm where before had been peace. The terror had stretched out, so to speak, a first tentative feeler toward us and had touched the hearts of each with a horrid directness. And from this moment the Camp changed.


Sangree in particular was visibly upset. He could not bear to see the girl distressed, and to hear her actually cry was almost more than he could stand. The feeling that he had no right to protect her hurt him keenly, and I could see that he was itching to do something to help, and liked him for it. His expression said plainly that he would tear in a thousand pieces anything that dared to injure a hair of her head.


We lit our pipes and strolled over in silence to the men’s quarters, and it was his odd Canadian expression “Gee whiz!” that drew my attention to a further discovery.


“The brute’s been scratching round my tent too,” he cried, as he pointed to similar marks by the door and I stooped down to examine them. We both stared in amazement for several minutes without speaking.


“Only I sleep like the dead,” he added, straightening up again, “and so heard nothing, I suppose.”


We traced the paw-marks from the mouth of his tent in a direct line across to the girl’s, but nowhere else about the Camp was there a sign of the strange visitor. The deer, dog, or whatever it was that had twice favored us with a visit in the night, had confined its attentions to these two tents. And, after all, there was really nothing out of the way about these visits of an unknown animal, for although our own island was destitute of life, we were in the heart of a wilderness, and the mainland and larger islands must be swarming with all kinds of four-footed creatures, and no very prolonged swimming was necessary to reach us. In any other country it would not have caused a moment’s interest — interest of the kind we felt, that is. In our Canadian camps the bears were forever grunting about among the provision bags at night, porcupines scratching unceasingly, and chipmunks scuttling over everything.


“My daughter is overtired, and that’s the truth of it,” explained Maloney presently when he rejoined us and had examined in turn the other paw-marks. “She’s been overdoing it lately, and camp-life, you know, always means a great excitement to her. It’s natural enough, if we take no notice she’ll be all right.” He paused to borrow my tobacco pouch and fill his pipe, and the blundering way he filled it and spilled the precious weed on the ground visibly belied the calm of his easy language. “You might take her out for a bit of fishing, Hubbard, like a good chap; she’s hardly up to the long day in the cutter. Show her some of the other islands in your canoe, perhaps. Eh?”


And by lunchtime the cloud had passed away as suddenly, and as suspiciously, as it had come.


But in the canoe, on our way home, having till then purposely ignored the subject uppermost in our minds, she suddenly spoke to me in a way that again touched the note of sinister alarm — the note that kept on sounding and sounding until finally John Silence came with his great vibrating presence and relieved it; yes, and even after he came, too, for a while.


“I’m ashamed to ask it,” she said abruptly, as she steered me home, her sleeves rolled up, her hair blowing in the wind, “and ashamed of my silly tears too, because I really can’t make out what caused them; but, Mr. Hubbard, I want you to promise me not to go off for your long expeditions — just yet. I beg it of you.” She was so in earnest that she forgot the canoe, and the wind caught it sideways and made us roll dangerously. “I have tried hard not to ask this,” she added, bringing the canoe round again, “but I simply can’t help myself.”


It was a good deal to ask, and I suppose my hesitation was plain; for she went on before I could reply, and her beseeching expression and intensity of manner impressed me very forcibly.


“For another two weeks only—”


“Mr. Sangree leaves in a fortnight,” I said, seeing at once what she was driving at, but wondering if it was best to encourage her or not.


“If I knew you were to be on the island till then,” she said, her face alternately pale and blushing, and her voice trembling a little, “I should feel so much happier.”


I looked at her steadily, waiting for her to finish.


“And safer,” she added almost in a whisper; “especially — at night, I mean.”


“Safer, Joan?” I repeated, thinking I had never seen her eyes so soft and tender. She nodded her head, keeping her gaze fixed on my face.


It was really difficult to refuse, whatever my thoughts and judgement may have been, and somehow I understood that she spoke with good reason, though for the life of me I could not have put it into words.


“Happier — and safer,” she said gravely, the canoe giving a dangerous lurch as she leaned forward in her seat to catch my answer. Perhaps, after all, the wisest way was to grant her request and make light of it, easing her anxiety without too much encouraging its cause.


“All right, Joan, you queer creature; I promise,” and the instant look of relief in her face, and the smile that came back like sunlight to her eyes, made me feel that, unknown to myself and the world, I was capable of considerable sacrifice after all.


“But, you know, there’s nothing to be afraid of,” I added sharply; and she looked up in my face with the smile women use when they know we are talking idly, yet do not wish to tell us so.


“You don’t feel afraid, I know,” she observed quietly.


“Of course not; why should I?”


“So, if you will just humour me this once I — I will never ask anything foolish of you again as long as I live,” she said gratefully.


“You have my promise,” was all I could find to say.


She headed the nose of the canoe for the lagoon lying a quarter of a mile ahead, and paddled swiftly; but a minute or two later she paused again and stared hard at me with the dripping paddle across the thwarts.


“You’ve not heard anything at night yourself, have you?” she asked.


“I never hear anything at night,” I replied shortly, “from the moment I lie down till the moment I get up.”


“That dismal howling, for instance,” she went on, determined to get it out, “far away at first and then getting closer, and stopping just outside the Camp?”


“Certainly not.”


“Because, sometimes I think I almost dreamed it.”


“Most likely you did,” was my unsympathetic response.


“And you don’t think father has heard it either, then?”


“No. He would have told me if he had.”


This seemed to relieve her mind a little. “I know mother hasn’t,” she added, as if speaking to herself, “for she hears nothing — ever.”


•   •   •   •   •


It was two nights after this conversation that I woke out of deep sleep and heard sounds of screaming. The voice was really horrible, breaking the peace and silence with its shrill clamor. In less than ten seconds I was half dressed and out of my tent. The screaming had stopped abruptly, but I knew the general direction, and ran as fast as the darkness would allow over to the women’s quarters, and on getting close I heard sounds of suppressed weeping. It was Joan’s voice. And just as I came up I saw Mrs. Maloney, marvelously attired, fumbling with a lantern. Other voices became audible in the same moment behind me, and Timothy Maloney arrived, breathless, less than half dressed, and carrying another lantern that had gone out on the way from being banged against a tree. Dawn was just breaking, and a chill wind blew in from the sea. Heavy black clouds drove low overhead.


The scene of confusion may be better imagined than described. Questions in frightened voices filled the air against this background of suppressed weeping. Briefly — Joan’s silk tent had been torn, and the girl was in a state bordering upon hysterics. Somewhat reassured by our noisy presence, however — for she was plucky at heart — she pulled herself together and tried to explain what had happened; and her broken words, told there on the edge of night and morning upon this wild island ridge, were oddly thrilling and distressingly convincing.


“Something touched me and I woke,” she said simply, but in a voice still hushed and broken with the terror of it, “something pushing against the tent; I felt it through the canvas. There was the same sniffing and scratching as before, and I felt the tent give a little as when wind shakes it. I heard breathing — very loud, very heavy breathing — and then came a sudden great tearing blow, and the canvas ripped open close to my face.”


She had instantly dashed out through the open flap and screamed at the top of her voice, thinking the creature had actually got into the tent. But nothing was visible, she declared, and she heard not the faintest sound of an animal making off under cover of the darkness. The brief account seemed to exercise a paralyzing effect upon us all as we listened to it. I can see the disheveled group to this day, the wind blowing the women’s hair, and Maloney craning his head forward to listen, and his wife, open-mouthed and gasping, leaning against a pine tree.


“Come over to the stockade and we’ll get the fire going,” I said; “that’s the first thing,” for we were all shaking with the cold in our scanty garments. And at that moment Sangree arrived wrapped in a blanket and carrying his gun; he was still drunken with sleep.


“The dog again,” Maloney explained briefly, forestalling his questions; “been at Joan’s tent. Torn it, by Gad! this time. It’s time we did something.” He went on mumbling confusedly to himself.


Sangree gripped his gun and looked about swiftly in the darkness. I saw his eyes aflame in the glare of the flickering lanterns. He made a movement as though to start out and hunt — and kill. Then his glance fell on the girl crouching on the ground, her face hidden in her hands, and there leaped into his features an expression of savage anger that transformed them. He could have faced a dozen lions with a walking stick at that moment, and again I liked him for the strength of his anger, his self-control, and his hopeless devotion.


But I stopped him going off on a blind and useless chase.


“Come and help me start the fire, Sangree,” I said, anxious also to relieve the girl of our presence; and a few minutes later the ashes, still growing from the night’s fire, had kindled the fresh wood, and there was a blaze that warmed us well while it also lit up the surrounding trees within a radius of twenty yards.


“I heard nothing,” he whispered; “what in the world do you think it is? It surely can’t be only a dog!”


“We’ll find that out later,” I said, as the others came up to the grateful warmth; “the first thing is to make as big a fire as we can.”


Joan was calmer now, and her mother had put on some warmer, and less miraculous, garments. And while they stood talking in low voices Maloney and I slipped off to examine the tent. There was little enough to see, but that little was unmistakable. Some animal had scratched up the ground at the head of the tent, and with a great blow of a powerful paw — a paw clearly provided with good claws — had struck the silk and torn it open. There was a hole large enough to pass a fist and arm through.


“It can’t be far away,” Maloney said excitedly. “We’ll organize a hunt at once; this very minute.”


We hurried back to the fire, Maloney talking boisterously about his proposed hunt. “There’s nothing like prompt action to dispel alarm,” he whispered in my ear; and then turned to the rest of us.


“We’ll hunt the island from end to end at once,” he said, with excitement; “that’s what we’ll do. The beast can’t be far away. And the Bo’sun’s Mate and Joan must come too, because they can’t be left alone. Hubbard, you take the right shore, and you, Sangree, the left, and I’ll go in the middle with the women. In this way we can stretch clean across the ridge, and nothing bigger than a rabbit can possibly escape us.” He was extraordinarily excited, I thought. Anything affecting Joan, of course, stirred him prodigiously. “Get your guns and we’ll start the drive at once,” he cried. He lit another lantern and handed one each to his wife and Joan, and while I ran to fetch my gun I heard him singing to himself with the excitement of it all.


Meanwhile the dawn had come on quickly. It made the flickering lanterns look pale. The wind, too, was rising, and I heard the trees moaning overhead and the waves breaking with increasing clamor on the shore. In the lagoon the boat dipped and splashed, and the sparks from the fire were carried aloft in a stream and scattered far and wide.


We made our way to the extreme end of the island, measured our distances carefully, and then began to advance. None of us spoke. Sangree and I, with cocked guns, watched the shore lines, and all within easy touch and speaking distance. It was a slow and blundering drive, and there were many false alarms, but after the best part of half an hour we stood on the farther end, having made the complete tour, and without putting up so much as a squirrel. Certainly there was no living creature on that island but ourselves.


“I know what it is!” cried Maloney, looking out over the dim expanse of gray sea, and speaking with the air of a man making a discovery; “it’s a dog from one of the farms on the larger islands” — he pointed seawards where the archipelago thickened — “and it’s escaped and turned wild. Our fires and voices attracted it, and it’s probably half starved as well as savage, poor brute!”


No one said anything in reply, and he began to sing again very low to himself.


The point where we stood — a huddled, shivering group — faced the wider channels that led to the open sea and Finland. The gray dawn had broken in earnest at last, and we could see the racing waves with their angry crests of white. The surrounding islands showed up as dark masses in the distance, and in the east, almost as Maloney spoke, the sun came up with a rush in a stormy and magnificent sky of red and gold. Against this splashed and gorgeous background black clouds, shaped like fantastic and legendary animals, filed past swiftly in a tearing stream, and to this day I have only to close my eyes to see again that vivid and hurrying procession in the air. All about us the pines made black splashes against the sky. It was an angry sunrise. Rain, indeed, had already begun to fall in big drops.


We turned, as by a common instinct, and, without speech, made our way back slowly to the stockade, Maloney humming snatches of his songs, Sangree in front with his gun, prepared to shoot at a moment’s notice, and the women floundering in the rear with myself and the extinguished lanterns.


Yet it was only a dog!


Really, it was most singular when one came to reflect soberly upon it all. Events, say the occultists, have souls, or at least that agglomerate life due to the emotions and thoughts of all concerned in them, so that cities, and even whole countries, have great astral shapes which may become visible to the eye of vision; and certainly here, the soul of this drive — this vain, blundering, futile drive — stood somewhere between ourselves and — laughed.


All of us heard that laugh, and all of us tried hard to smother the sound, or at least to ignore it. Everyone talked at once, loudly, and with exaggerated decision, obviously trying to say something plausible against heavy odds, striving to explain naturally that an animal might so easily conceal itself from us, or swim away before we had time to light upon its trail. For we all spoke of that “trail” as though it really existed, and we had more to go upon than the mere marks of paws about the tents of Joan and the Canadian. Indeed, but for these, and the torn tent, I think it would, of course, have been possible to ignore the existence of this beast intruder altogether.


And it was here, under this angry dawn, as we stood in the shelter of the stockade from the pouring rain, weary yet so strangely excited — it was here, out of this confusion of voices and explanations, that — very stealthily — the ghost of something horrible slipped in and stood among us. It made all our explanations seem childish and untrue; the false relation was instantly exposed. Eyes exchanged quick, anxious glances, questioning, expressive of dismay. There was a sense of wonder, of poignant distress, and of trepidation. Alarm stood waiting at our elbows. We shivered.


Then, suddenly, as we looked into each other’s faces, came the long, unwelcome pause in which this new arrival established itself in our hearts.


And, without further speech, or attempt at explanation, Maloney moved off abruptly to mix the porridge for an early breakfast; Sangree to clean the fish; myself to chop wood and tend the fire; Joan and her mother to change their wet garments; and, most significant of all, to prepare her mother’s tent for its future complement of two.


Each went to his duty, but hurriedly, awkwardly, silently; and this new arrival, this shape of terror and distress stalked, viewless, by the side of each.


“If only I could have traced that dog,” I think was the thought in the minds of all.


But in Camp, where everyone realities how important the individual contribution is to the comfort and well-being of all, the mind speedily recovers tone and pulls itself together.


During the day, a day of heavy and ceaseless rain, we kept more or less to our tents, and though there were signs of mysterious conferences between the three members of the Maloney family, I think that most of us slept a good deal and stayed alone with his thoughts. Certainly, I did, because when Maloney came to say that his wife invited us all to a special “tea” in her tent, he had to shake me awake before I realized that he was there at all.


And by suppertime we were more or less even-minded again, and almost jolly. I only noticed that there was an undercurrent of what is best described as “jumpiness,” and that the merest snapping of a twig, or plop of a fish in the lagoon, was sufficient to make us start and look over our shoulders. Pauses were rare in our talk, and the fire was never for one instant allowed to get low. The wind and rain had ceased, but the dripping of the branches still kept up an excellent imitation of a downpour. In particular, Maloney was vigilant and alert, telling us a series of tales in which the wholesome humorous element was especially strong. He lingered, too, behind with me after Sangree had gone to bed, and while I mixed myself a glass of hot Swedish punch, he did a thing I had never known him do before — he mixed one for himself, and then asked me to light him over to his tent. We said nothing on the way, but I felt that he was glad of my companionship.


I returned alone to the stockade, and for a long time after that kept the fire blazing, and sat up smoking and thinking. I hardly knew why; but sleep was far from me for one thing, and for another, an idea was taking form in my mind that required the comfort of tobacco and a bright fire for its growth. I lay against a corner of the stockade seat, listening to the wind whispering and to the ceaseless drip-drip of the trees. The night, otherwise, was very still, and the sea quiet as a lake. I remember that I was conscious, peculiarly conscious, of this host of desolate islands crowding about us in the darkness, and that we were the one little spot of humanity in a rather wonderful kind of wilderness.


But this, I think, was the only symptom that came to warn me of highly strung nerves, and it certainly was not sufficiently alarming to destroy my peace of mind. One thing, however, did come to disturb my peace, for just as I finally made ready to go, and had kicked the embers of the fire into a last effort, I fancied I saw, peering at me round the farther end of the stockade wall, a dark and shadowy mass that might have been — that strongly resembled, in fact — the body of a large animal. Two glowing eyes shone for an instant in the middle of it. But the next second I saw that it was merely a projecting mass of moss and lichen in the wall of our stockade, and the eyes were a couple of wandering sparks from the dying ashes I had kicked. It was easy enough, too, to imagine I saw an animal moving here and there between the trees, as I picked my way stealthily to my tent. Of course, the shadows tricked me.


And though it was after one o’clock, Maloney’s light was still burning, for I saw his tent shining white among the pines.


It was, however, in the short space between consciousness and sleep — that time when the body is low and the voices of the submerged region tell sometimes true — that the idea which had been all this while maturing reached the point of an actual decision, and I suddenly realized that I had resolved to send word to Dr. Silence. For, with a sudden wonder that I had hitherto been so blind, the unwelcome conviction dawned upon me all at once that some dreadful thing was lurking about us on this island, and that the safety of at least one of us was threatened by something monstrous and unclean that was too horrible to contemplate. And, again remembering those last words of his as the train moved out of the platform, I understood that Dr. Silence would hold himself in readiness to come.


“Unless you should send for me sooner,” he had said.


•   •   •   •   •


I found myself suddenly wide awake. It is impossible to say what woke me, but it was no gradual process, seeing that I jumped from deep sleep to absolute alertness in a single instant. I had evidently slept for an hour and more, for the night had cleared, stars crowded the sky, and a pallid half-moon just sinking into the sea threw a spectral light between the trees.


I went outside to sniff the air, and stood upright. A curious impression that something was astir in the Camp came over me, and when I glanced across at Sangree’s tent, some twenty feet away, I saw that it was moving. He too, then, was awake and restless, for I saw the canvas sides bulge this way and that as he moved within.


The flap pushed forward. He was coming out, like myself, to sniff the air; and I was not surprised, for its sweetness after the rain was intoxicating. And he came on all fours, just as I had done. I saw a head thrust round the edge of the tent.


And then I saw that it was not Sangree at all. It was an animal. And the same instant I realized something else too — it was the animal; and its whole presentment for some unaccountable reason was unutterably malefic.


A cry I was quite unable to suppress escaped me, and the creature turned on the instant and stared at me with baleful eyes. I could have dropped on the spot, for the strength all ran out of my body with a rush. Something about it touched in me the living terror that grips and paralysis. If the mind requires but the tenth of a second to form an impression, I must have stood there stock-still for several seconds while I seized the ropes for support and stared. Many and vivid impressions flashed through my mind, but not one of them resulted in action, because I was in instant dread that the beast any moment would leap in my direction and be upon me. Instead, however, after what seemed a vast period, it slowly turned its eyes from my face, uttered a low whining sound, and came out altogether into the open.


Then, for the first time, I saw it in its entirety and noted two things: it was about the size of a large dog, but at the same time it was utterly unlike any animal that I had ever seen. Also, that the quality that had impressed me first as being malefic was really only its singular and original strangeness. Foolish as it may sound, and impossible as it is for me to adduce proof, I can only say that the animal seemed to me then to be — not real.


But all this passed through my mind in a flash, almost subconsciously, and before I had time to check my impressions, or even properly verify them, I made an involuntary movement, catching the tight rope in my hand so that it twanged like a banjo string, and in that instant the creature turned the corner of Sangree’s tent and was gone into the darkness.


Then, of course, my senses in some measure returned to me, and I realized only one thing: it had been inside his tent!


I dashed out, reached the door in half a dozen strides, and looked in. The Canadian, thank God! lay upon his bed of branches. His arm was stretched outside, across the blankets, the fist tightly clenched, and the body had an appearance of unusual rigidity that was alarming. On his face there was an expression of effort, almost of painful effort, so far as the uncertain light permitted me to see, and his sleep seemed to be very profound. He looked, I thought, so stiff, so unnaturally stiff, and in some indefinable way, too, he looked smaller — shrunken.


I called to him to wake, but called many times in vain. Then I decided to shake him, and had already moved forward to do so vigorously when there came a sound of footsteps padding softly behind me, and I felt a stream of hot breath burn my neck as I stooped. I turned sharply. The tent door was darkened and something silently swept in. I felt a rough and shaggy body push past me, and knew that the animal had returned. It seemed to leap forward between me and Sangree — in fact, to leap upon Sangree, for its dark body hid him momentarily from view, and in that moment my soul turned sick and coward with a horror that rose from the very dregs and depths of life, and gripped my existence at its central source.


The creature seemed somehow to melt away into him, almost as though it belonged to him and were a part of himself, but in the same instant — that instant of extraordinary confusion and terror in my mind — it seemed to pass over and behind him, and, in some utterly unaccountable fashion, it was gone. And the Canadian woke and sat up with a start.


“Quick! You fool!” I cried, in my excitement, “the beast has been in your tent, here at your very throat while you sleep like the dead. Up, man! Get your gun! Only this second it disappeared over there behind your head. Quick! or Joan—!”


And somehow the fact that he was there, wide-awake now, to corroborate me, brought the additional conviction to my own mind that this was no animal, but some perplexing and dreadful form of life that drew upon my deeper knowledge, that much reading had perhaps assented to, but that had never yet come within actual range of my senses.


He was up in a flash, and out. He was trembling, and very white. We searched hurriedly, feverishly, but found only the traces of paw-marks passing from the door of his own tent across the moss to the women’s. And the sight of the tracks about Mrs. Maloney’s tent, where Joan now slept, set him in a perfect fury.


“Do you know what it is, Hubbard, this beast?” he hissed under his breath at me; “it’s a damned wolf, that’s what it is — a wolf lost among the islands, and starving to death — desperate. So help me God, I believe it’s that!”


He talked a lot of rubbish in his excitement. He declared he would sleep by day and sit up every night until he killed it. Again his rage touched my admiration; but I got him away before he made enough noise to wake the whole Camp.


“I have a better plan than that,” I said, watching his face closely. “I don’t think this is anything we can deal with. I’m going to send for the only man I know who can help. We’ll go to Waxholm this very morning and get a telegram through.”


Sangree stared at me with a curious expression as the fury died out of his face and a new look of alarm took its place.


“John Silence,” I said, “will know—”


“You think it’s something — of that sort?” he stammered.


“I am sure of it.”


There was a moment’s pause. “That’s worse, far worse than anything material,” he said, turning visibly paler. He looked from my face to the sky, and then added with sudden resolution, “Come; the wind’s rising. Let’s get off at once. From there you can telephone to Stockholm and get a telegram sent without delay.”


I sent him down to get the boat ready, and seized the opportunity myself to run and wake Maloney. He was sleeping very lightly, and sprang up the moment I put my head inside his tent. I told him briefly what I had seen, and he showed so little surprise that I caught myself wondering for the first time whether he himself had seen more going on than he had deemed wise to communicate to the rest of us.


He agreed to my plan without a moment’s hesitation, and my last words to him were to let his wife and daughter think that the great psychic doctor was coming merely as a chance visitor, and not with any professional interest.


So, with frying-pan, provisions, and blankets aboard, Sangree and I sailed out of the lagoon fifteen minutes later, and headed with a good breeze for the direction of Waxholm and the borders of civilization.





— IV —


Although nothing John Silence did ever took me, properly speaking, by surprise, it was certainly unexpected to find a letter from Stockholm waiting for me. “I have finished my Hungary business,” he wrote, “and am here for ten days. Do not hesitate to send if you need me. If you telephone any morning from Waxholm I can catch the afternoon steamer.”


My years of intercourse with him were full of “coincidences” of this description, and although he never sought to explain them by claiming any magical system of communication with my mind, I have never doubted that there actually existed some secret telepathic method by which he knew my circumstances and gauged the degree of my need. And that this power was independent of time in the sense that it saw into the future, always seemed to me equally apparent.


Sangree was as much relieved as I was, and within an hour of sunset that very evening we met him on the arrival of the little coasting steamer, and carried him off in the dinghy to the camp we had prepared on a neighboring island, meaning to start for home early next morning.


“Now,” he said, when supper was over and we were smoking round the fire, “let me hear your story.” He glanced from one to the other, smiling.


“You tell it, Mr. Hubbard,” Sangree interrupted abruptly, and went off a little way to wash the dishes, yet not so far as to be out of earshot. And while he splashed with the hot water, and scraped the tin plates with sand and moss, my voice, unbroken by a single question from Dr. Silence, ran on for the next half-hour with the best account I could give of what had happened.


My listener lay on the other side of the fire, his face half hidden by a big sombrero; sometimes he glanced up questioningly when a point needed elaboration, but he uttered no single word till I had reached the end, and his manner all through the recital was grave and attentive. Overhead, the wash of the wind in the pine branches filled in the pauses; the darkness settled down over the sea, and the stars came out in thousands, and by the time I finished the moon had risen to flood the scene with silver. Yet, by his face and eyes, I knew quite well that the doctor was listening to something he had expected to hear, even if he had not actually anticipated all the details.


“You did well to send for me,” he said very low, with a significant glance at me when I finished; “very well,” — and for one swift second his eye took in Sangree, — “for what we have to deal with here is nothing more than a werewolf — rare enough, I am glad to say, but often very sad, and sometimes very terrible.”


I jumped as though I had been shot, but the next second was heartily ashamed of my want of control; for this brief remark, confirming as it did my own worst suspicions, did more to convince me of the gravity of the adventure than any number of questions or explanations. It seemed to draw close the circle about us, shutting a door somewhere that locked us in with the animal and the horror, and turning the key. Whatever it was had now to be faced and dealt with.


“No one has been actually injured so far?” he asked aloud, but in a matter-of-fact tone that lent reality to grim possibilities.


“Good heavens, no!” cried the Canadian, throwing down his dishcloths and coming forward into the circle of firelight. “Surely there can be no question of this poor starved beast injuring anybody, can there?”


His hair straggled untidily over his forehead, and there was a gleam in his eyes that was not all reflection from the fire. His words made me turn sharply. We all laughed a little short, forced laugh.


“I trust not, indeed,” Dr. Silence said quietly. “But what makes you think the creature is starved?” He asked the question with his eyes straight on the other’s face. The prompt question explained to me why I had started, and I waited with just a tremor of excitement for the reply.


Sangree hesitated a moment, as though the question took him by surprise. But he met the doctor’s gaze unflinchingly across the fire, and with complete honesty.


“Really,” he faltered, with a little shrug of the shoulders, “I can hardly tell you. The phrase seemed to come out of its own accord. I have felt from the beginning that it was in pain and — starved, though why I felt this never occurred to me till you asked.”


“You really know very little about it, then?” said the other, with a sudden gentleness in his voice.


“No more than that,” Sangree replied, looking at him with a puzzled expression that was unmistakably genuine. “In fact, nothing at all, really,” he added, by way of further explanation.


“I am glad of that,” I heard the doctor murmur under his breath, but so low that I only just caught the words, and Sangree missed them altogether, as evidently he was meant to do.


“And now,” he cried, getting on his feet and shaking himself with a characteristic gesture, as though to shake out the horror and the mystery, “let us leave the problem till tomorrow and enjoy this wind and sea and stars. I’ve been living lately in the atmosphere of many people, and feel that I want to wash and be clean. I propose a swim and then bed. Who’ll second me?” And two minutes later we were all diving from the boat into cool, deep water, that reflected a thousand moons as the waves broke away from us in countless ripples.


We slept in blankets under the open sky, Sangree and I taking the outside places, and were up before sunrise to catch the dawn wind. Helped by this early start we were half-way home by noon, and then the wind shifted to a few points behind us so that we fairly ran. In and out among a thousand islands, down narrow channels where we lost the wind, out into open spaces where we had to take in a reef, racing along under a hot and cloudless sky, we flew through the very heart of the bewildering and lonely scenery.


“A real wilderness,” cried Dr. Silence from his seat in the bows where he held the jib sheet. His hat was off, his hair tumbled in the wind, and his lean brown face gave him the touch of an Oriental. Presently he changed places with Sangree, and came down to talk with me by the tiller.


“A wonderful region, all this world of islands,” he said, waving his hand to the scenery rushing past us, “but doesn’t it strike you there’s something lacking?”


“It’s — hard,” I answered, after a moment’s reflection. “It has a superficial, glittering prettiness, without—” I hesitated to find the word I wanted.


John Silence nodded his head with approval.


“Exactly,” he said. “The picturesqueness of stage scenery that is not real, not alive. It’s like a landscape by a clever painter, yet without true imagination. Soulless — that’s the word you wanted.”


“Something like that,” I answered, watching the gusts of wind on the sails. “Not dead so much, as without soul. That’s it.”


“Of course,” he went on, in a voice calculated, it seemed to me, not to reach our companion in the bows, “to live long in a place like this — long and alone — might bring about a strange result in some men.”


I suddenly realized he was talking with a purpose and pricked up my ears.


“There’s no life here. These islands are mere dead rocks pushed up from below the sea — not living land; and there’s nothing really alive on them. Even the sea, this tideless, brackish sea, neither salt water nor fresh, is dead. It’s all a pretty image of life without the real heart and soul of life. To a man with too strong desires who came here and lived close to nature, strange things might happen.”


“Let her out a bit,” I shouted to Sangree, who was coming aft. “The wind’s gusty and we’ve got hardly any ballast.”


He went back to the bows, and Dr. Silence continued — 


“Here, I mean, a long sojourn would lead to deterioration, to degeneration. The place is utterly unsoftened by human influences, by any humanizing associations of history, good or bad. This landscape has never awakened into life; it’s still dreaming in its primitive sleep.”


“In time,” I put in, “you mean a man living here might become brutal?”


“The passions would run wild, selfishness become supreme, the instincts coarsen and turn savage probably.”


“But—”


“In other places just as wild, parts of Italy for instance, where there are other moderating influences, it could not happen. The character might grow wild, savage too in a sense, but with a human wildness one could understand and deal with. But here, in a hard place like this, it might be otherwise.” He spoke slowly, weighing his words carefully.


I looked at him with many questions in my eyes, and a precautionary cry to Sangree to stay in the fore part of the boat, out of earshot.


“First of all there would come callousness to pain, and indifference to the rights of others. Then the soul would turn savage, not from passionate human causes, or with enthusiasm, but by deadening down into a kind of cold, primitive, emotionless savagery — by turning, like the landscape, soulless.”


“And a man with strong desires, you say, might change?”


“Without being aware of it, yes; he might turn savage, his instincts and desires turn animal. And if” — he lowered his voice and turned for a moment towards the bows, and then continued in his most weighty manner — “owing to delicate health or other predisposing causes, his Double — you know what I mean, of course — his etheric Body of Desire, or astral body, as some term it — that part in which the emotions, passions and desires reside — if this, I say, were for some constitutional reason loosely joined to his physical organism, there might well take place an occasional projection—”


Sangree came aft with a sudden rush, his face aflame, but whether with wind or sun, or with what he had heard, I cannot say. In my surprise I let the tiller slip and the cutter gave a great plunge as she came sharply into the wind and flung us all together in a heap on the bottom. Sangree said nothing, but while he scrambled up and made the jib sheet fast my companion found a moment to add to his unfinished sentence the words, too low for any ear but mine — 


“Entirely unknown to himself, however.”


We righted the boat and laughed, and then Sangree produced the map and explained exactly where we were. Far away on the horizon, across an open stretch of water, lay a blue cluster of islands with our crescent-shaped home among them and the safe anchorage of the lagoon. An hour with this wind would get us there comfortably, and while Dr. Silence and Sangree fell into conversation, I sat and pondered over the strange suggestions that had just been put into my mind concerning the “Double,” and the possible form it might assume when dissociated temporarily from the physical body.


The whole way home these two chatted, and John Silence was as gentle and sympathetic as a woman. I did not hear much of their talk, for the wind grew occasionally to the force of a hurricane and the sails and tiller absorbed my attention; but I could see that Sangree was pleased and happy, and was pouring out intimate revelations to his companion in the way that most people did — when John Silence wished them to do so.


But it was quite suddenly, while I sat all intent upon wind and sails, that the true meaning of Sangree’s remark about the animal flared up in me with its full import. For his admission that he knew it was in pain and starved was in reality nothing more or less than a revelation of his deeper self. It was in the nature of a confession. He was speaking of something that he knew positively, something that was beyond question or argument, something that had to do directly with himself. “Poor starved beast” he had called it in words that had “come out of their own accord,” and there had not been the slightest evidence of any desire to conceal or explain away. He had spoken instinctively — from his heart, and as though about his own self.


And half an hour before sunset we raced through the narrow opening of the lagoon and saw the smoke of the dinner-fire blowing here and there among the trees, and the figures of Joan and the Bo’sun’s Mate running down to meet us at the landing-stage.





— V —


Everything changed from the moment John Silence set foot on that island; it was like the effect produced by calling in some big doctor, some great arbiter of life and death, for consultation. The sense of gravity increased a hundredfold. Even inanimate objects took upon themselves a subtle alteration, for the setting of the adventure — this deserted bit of sea with its hundreds of uninhabited islands — somehow turned sombre. An element that was mysterious, and in a sense disheartening, crept unbidden into the severity of gray rock and dark pine forest and took the sparkle from the sunshine and the sea.


I, at least, was keenly aware of the change, for my whole being shifted, as it were, a degree higher, becoming keyed up and alert. The figures from the background of the stage moved forward a little into the light — nearer to the inevitable action. In a word this man’s arrival intensified the whole affair.


And, looking back down the years to the time when all this happened, it is clear to me that he had a pretty sharp idea of the meaning of it from the very beginning. How much he knew beforehand by his strange divining powers, it is impossible to say, but from the moment he came upon the scene and caught within himself the note of what was going on amongst us, he undoubtedly held the true solution of the puzzle and had no need to ask questions. And this certitude it was that set him in such an atmosphere of power and made us all look to him instinctively; for he took no tentative steps, made no false moves, and while the rest of us floundered he moved straight to the climax. He was indeed a true diviner of souls.


I can now read into his behavior a good deal that puzzled me at the time, for though I had dimly guessed the solution, I had no idea how he would deal with it. And the conversations I can reproduce almost verbatim, for, according to my invariable habit, I kept full notes of all he said.


To Mrs. Maloney, foolish and dazed; to Joan, alarmed, yet plucky; and to the clergyman, moved by his daughter’s distress below his usual shallow emotions, he gave the best possible treatment in the best possible way, yet all so easily and simply as to make it appear naturally spontaneous. For he dominated the Bo’sun’s Mate, taking the measure of her ignorance with infinite patience; he keyed up Joan, stirring her courage and interest to the highest point for her own safety; and the Reverend Timothy he soothed and comforted, while obtaining his implicit obedience, by taking him into his confidence, and leading him gradually to a comprehension of the issue that was bound to follow.


And Sangree — here his wisdom was most wisely calculated — he neglected outwardly because inwardly he was the object of his unceasing and most concentrated attention. Under the guise of apparent indifference his mind kept the Canadian under constant observation.


There was a restless feeling in the Camp that evening and none of us lingered round the fire after supper as usual. Sangree and I busied ourselves with patching up the torn tent for our guest and with finding heavy stones to hold the ropes, for Dr. Silence insisted on having it pitched on the highest point of the island ridge, just where it was most rocky and there was no earth for pegs. The place, moreover, was midway between the men’s and women’s tents, and, of course, commanded the most comprehensive view of the Camp.


“So that if your dog comes,” he said simply, “I may be able to catch him as he passes across.”


The wind had gone down with the sun and an unusual warmth lay over the island that made sleep heavy, and in the morning we assembled at a late breakfast, rubbing our eyes and yawning. The cool north wind had given way to the warm southern air that sometimes came up with haze and moisture across the Baltic, bringing with it the relaxing sensations that produced enervation and listlessness.


And this may have been the reason why at first I failed to notice that anything unusual was about, and why I was less alert than normally; for it was not till after breakfast that the silence of our little party struck me and I discovered that Joan had not yet put in an appearance. And then, in a flash, the last heaviness of sleep vanished and I saw that Maloney was white and troubled and his wife could not hold a plate without trembling.


A desire to ask questions was stopped in me by a swift glance from Dr. Silence, and I suddenly understood in some vague way that they were waiting till Sangree should have gone. How this idea came to me I cannot determine, but the soundness of the intuition was soon proved, for the moment he moved off to his tent, Maloney looked up at me and began to speak in a low voice.


“You slept through it all,” he half whispered.


“Through what?” I asked, suddenly thrilled with the knowledge that something dreadful had happened.


“We didn’t wake you for fear of getting the whole Camp up,” he went on, meaning, by the Camp, I supposed, Sangree. “It was just before dawn when the screams woke me.”


“The dog again?” I asked, with a curious sinking of the heart.


“Got right into the tent,” he went on, speaking passionately but very low, “and woke my wife by scrambling all over her. Then she realized that Joan was struggling beside her. And, by God! the beast had torn her arm; scratched all down the arm she was, and bleeding.”


“Joan injured?” I gasped.


“Merely scratched — this time,” put in John Silence, speaking for the first time; “suffering more from shock and fright than actual wounds.”


“Isn’t it a mercy the doctor was here?” said Mrs. Maloney, looking as if she would never know calmness again. “I think we should both have been killed.”


“It has been a most merciful escape,” Maloney said, his pulpit voice struggling with his emotion. “But, of course, we cannot risk another — we must strike Camp and get away at once—”


“Only poor Mr. Sangree must not know what has happened. He is so attached to Joan and would be so terribly upset,” added the Bo’sun’s Mate distractedly, looking all about in her terror.


“It is perhaps advisable that Mr. Sangree should not know what has occurred,” Dr. Silence said with quiet authority, “but I think, for the safety of all concerned, it will be better not to leave the island just now.” He spoke with great decision and Maloney looked up and followed his words closely.


“If you will agree to stay here a few days longer, I have no doubt we can put an end to the attentions of your strange visitor, and incidentally have the opportunity of observing a most singular and interesting phenomenon—”


“What!” gasped Mrs. Maloney, “a phenomenon? — you mean that you know what it is?”


“I am quite certain I know what it is,” he replied very low, for we heard the footsteps of Sangree approaching, “though I am not so certain yet as to the best means of dealing with it. But in any case it is not wise to leave precipitately—”


“Oh, Timothy, does he think it’s a devil—?” cried the Bo’sun’s Mate in a voice that even the Canadian must have heard.


“In my opinion,” continued John Silence, looking across at me and the clergyman, “it is a case of modern lycanthropy with other complications that may—” He left the sentence unfinished, for Mrs. Maloney got up with a jump and fled to her tent fearful she might hear a worse thing, and at that moment Sangree turned the corner of the stockade and came into view.


“There are footmarks all round the mouth of my tent,” he said with excitement. “The animal has been here again in the night. Dr. Silence, you really must come and see them for yourself. They’re as plain on the moss as tracks in snow.”


But later in the day, while Sangree went off in the canoe to fish the pools near the larger islands, and Joan still lay, bandaged and resting, in her tent, Dr. Silence called me and the tutor and proposed a walk to the granite slabs at the far end. Mrs. Maloney sat on a stump near her daughter, and busied herself energetically with alternate nursing and painting.


“We’ll leave you in charge,” the doctor said with a smile that was meant to be encouraging, “and when you want us for lunch, or anything, the megaphone will always bring us back in time.”


For, though the very air was charged with strange emotions, everyone talked quietly and naturally as with a definite desire to counteract unnecessary excitement.


“I’ll keep watch,” said the plucky Bo’sun’s Mate, “and meanwhile I find comfort in my work.” She was busy with the sketch she had begun on the day after our arrival. “For even a tree,” she added proudly, pointing to her little easel, “is a symbol of the divine, and the thought makes me feel safer.” We glanced for a moment at a daub which was more like the symptom of a disease than a symbol of the divine — and then took the path round the lagoon.


At the far end we made a little fire and lay round it in the shadow of a big boulder. Maloney stopped his humming suddenly and turned to his companion.


“And what do you make of it all?” he asked abruptly.


“In the first place,” replied John Silence, making himself comfortable against the rock, “it is of human origin, this animal; it is undoubted lycanthropy.”


His words had the effect precisely of a bombshell. Maloney listened as though he had been struck.


“You puzzle me utterly,” he said, sitting up closer and staring at him.


“Perhaps,” replied the other, “but if you’ll listen to me for a few moments you may be less puzzled at the end — or more. It depends how much you know. Let me go further and say that you have underestimated, or miscalculated, the effect of this primitive wild life upon all of you.”


“In what way?” asked the clergyman, bristling a trifle.


“It is strong medicine for any town-dweller, and for some of you it has been too strong. One of you has gone wild.” He uttered these last words with great emphasis.


“Gone savage,” he added, looking from one to the other.


Neither of us found anything to reply.


“To say that the brute has awakened in a man is not a mere metaphor always,” he went on presently.


“Of course not!”


“But, in the sense I mean, may have a very literal and terrible significance,” pursued Dr. Silence. “Ancient instincts that no one dreamed of, least of all their possessor, may leap forth—”


“Atavism can hardly explain a roaming animal with teeth and claws and sanguinary instincts,” interrupted Maloney with impatience.


“The term is of your own choice,” continued the doctor equably, “not mine, and it is a good example of a word that indicates a result while it conceals the process; but the explanation of this beast that haunts your island and attacks your daughter is of far deeper significance than mere atavistic tendencies, or throwing back to animal origin, which I suppose is the thought in your mind.”


“You spoke just now of lycanthropy,” said Maloney, looking bewildered and anxious to keep to plain facts evidently; “I think I have come across the word, but really — really — it can have no actual significance today, can it? These superstitions of medieval times can hardly—”


He looked round at me with his jolly red face, and the expression of astonishment and dismay on it would have made me shout with laughter at any other time. Laughter, however, was never farther from my mind than at this moment when I listened to Dr. Silence as he carefully suggested to the clergyman the very explanation that had gradually been forcing itself upon my own mind.


“However medieval ideas may have exaggerated the idea is not of much importance to us now,” he said quietly, “when we are face to face with a modern example of what, I take it, has always been a profound fact. For the moment let us leave the name of anyone in particular out of the matter and consider certain possibilities.”


We all agreed with that at any rate. There was no need to speak of Sangree, or of anyone else, until we knew a little more.


“The fundamental fact in this most curious case,” he went on, “is that the ‘Double’ of a man—”


“You mean the astral body? I’ve heard of that, of course,” broke in Maloney with a snort of triumph.


“No doubt,” said the other, smiling, “no doubt you have — that this Double, or fluidic body of a man, as I was saying, has the power under certain conditions of projecting itself and becoming visible to others. Certain training will accomplish this, and certain drugs likewise; illnesses, too, that ravage the body may produce temporarily the result that death produces permanently, and let loose this counterpart of a human being and render it visible to the sight of others.


“Everyone, of course, knows this more or less today; but it is not so generally known, and probably believed by none who have not witnessed it, that this fluidic body can, under certain conditions, assume other forms than human, and that such other forms may be determined by the dominating thought and wish of the owner. For this Double, or astral body as you call it, is really the seat of the passions, emotions and desires in the psychical economy. It is the Passion Body; and, in projecting itself, it can often assume a form that gives expression to the overmastering desire that molds it; for it is composed of such tenuous matter that it lends itself readily to the molding by thought and wish.”


“I follow you perfectly,” said Maloney, looking as if he would much rather be chopping firewood elsewhere and singing.


“And there are some persons so constituted,” the doctor went on with increasing seriousness, “that the fluid body in them is but loosely associated with the physical, persons of poor health as a rule, yet often of strong desires and passions; and in these persons it is easy for the Double to dissociate itself during deep sleep from their system, and, driven forth by some consuming desire, to assume an animal form and seek the fulfillment of that desire.”


There, in broad daylight, I saw Maloney deliberately creep closer to the fire and heap the wood on. We gathered in to the heat, and to each other, and listened to Dr. Silence’s voice as it mingled with the swish and whirr of the wind about us, and the falling of the little waves.


“For instance, to take a concrete example,” he resumed; “suppose some young man, with the delicate constitution I have spoken of, forms an overpowering attachment to a young woman, yet perceives that it is not welcomed, and is man enough to repress its outward manifestations. In such a case, supposing his Double be easily projected, the very repression of his love in the daytime would add to the intense force of his desire when released in deep sleep from the control of his will, and his fluidic body might issue forth in monstrous or animal shape and become actually visible to others. And, if his devotion were dog-like in its fidelity, yet concealing the fires of a fierce passion beneath, it might well assume the form of a creature that seemed to be half dog, half wolf—”


“A werewolf, you mean?” cried Maloney, pale to the lips as he listened.


John Silence held up a restraining hand. “A werewolf,” he said, “is a true psychical fact of profound significance, however absurdly it may have been exaggerated by the imaginations of a superstitious peasantry in the days of unenlightenment, for a werewolf is nothing but the savage, and possibly sanguinary, instincts of a passionate man scouring the world in his fluidic body, his passion body, his body of desire. As in the case at hand, he may not know it—”


“It is not necessarily deliberate, then?” Maloney put in quickly, with relief.


“—It is hardly ever deliberate. It is the desires released in sleep from the control of the will finding a vent. In all savage races it has been recognized and dreaded, this phenomenon styled ‘Wehr Wolf,’ but today it is rare. And it is becoming rarer still, for the world grows tame and civilized, emotions have become refined, desires lukewarm, and few men have savagery enough left in them to generate impulses of such intense force, and certainly not to project them in animal form.”


“By Gad!” exclaimed the clergyman breathlessly, and with increasing excitement, “then I feel I must tell you — what has been given to me in confidence — that Sangree has in him an admixture of savage blood — of Red Indian ancestry—”


“Let us stick to our supposition of a man as described,” the doctor stopped him calmly, “and let us imagine that he has in him this admixture of savage blood; and further, that he is wholly unaware of his dreadful physical and psychical infirmity; and that he suddenly finds himself leading the primitive life together with the object of his desires; with the result that the strain of the untamed wild-man in his blood—”


“Red Indian, for instance,” from Maloney.


“Red Indian, perfectly,” agreed the doctor; “the result, I say, that this savage strain in him is awakened and leaps into passionate life. What then?”


He looked hard at Timothy Maloney, and the clergyman looked hard at him.


“The wild life such as you lead here on this island, for instance, might quickly awaken his savage instincts — his buried instincts — and with profoundly disquieting results.”


“You mean his Subtle Body, as you call it, might issue forth automatically in deep sleep and seek the object of its desire?” I said, coming to Maloney’s aid, who was finding it more and more difficult to get words.


“Precisely — yet the desire of the man remaining utterly unmalefic — pure and wholesome in every sense—”


“Ah!” I heard the clergyman gasp.


“The lover’s desire for union run wild, run savage, tearing its way out in primitive, untamed fashion, I mean,” continued the doctor, striving to make himself clear to a mind bounded by conventional thought and knowledge; “for the desire to possess, remember, may easily become importunate, and, embodied in this animal form of the Subtle Body which acts as its vehicle, may go forth to tear in pieces all that obstructs, to reach to the very heart of the loved object and seize it. Au fond, it is nothing more than the aspiration for union, as I said — the splendid and perfectly clean desire to absorb utterly into itself—”


He paused a moment and looked into Maloney’s eyes.


“To bathe in the very heart’s blood of the one desired,” he added with grave emphasis.


The fire spurted and crackled and made me start, but Maloney found relief in a genuine shudder, and I saw him turn his head and look about him from the sea to the trees. The wind dropped just at that moment and the doctor’s words rang sharply through the stillness.


“Then it might even kill?” stammered the clergyman presently in a hushed voice, and with a little forced laugh by way of protest that sounded quite ghastly.


“In the last resort it might kill,” repeated Dr. Silence. Then, after another pause, during which he was clearly debating how much or how little it was wise to give to his audience, he continued: “And if the Double does not succeed in getting back to its physical body, that physical body would wake an imbecile — an idiot — or perhaps never wake at all.”


Maloney sat up and found his tongue.


“You mean that if this fluid animal thing, or whatever it is, should be prevented getting back, the man might never wake again?” he asked, with shaking voice.


“He might be dead,” replied the other calmly. The tremor of a positive sensation shivered in the air about us.


“Then isn’t that the best way to cure the fool — the brute—?” thundered the clergyman, half rising to his feet.


“Certainly it would be an easy and undiscoverable form of murder,” was the stern reply, spoken as calmly as though it were a remark about the weather.


Maloney collapsed visibly, and I gathered the wood over the fire and coaxed up a blaze.


“The greater part of the man’s life — of his vital forces — goes out with this Double,” Dr. Silence resumed, after a moment’s consideration, “and a considerable portion of the actual material of his physical body. So the physical body that remains behind is depleted, not only of force, but of matter. You would see it small, shrunken, dropped together, just like the body of a materializing medium at a seance. Moreover, any mark or injury inflicted upon this Double will be found exactly reproduced by the phenomenon of repercussion upon the shrunken physical body lying in its trance—”


“An injury inflicted upon the one you say would be reproduced also on the other?” repeated Maloney, his excitement growing again.


“Undoubtedly,” replied the other quietly; “for there exists all the time a continuous connection between the physical body and the Double — a connection of matter, though of exceedingly attenuated, possibly of etheric, matter. The wound travels, so to speak, from one to the other, and if this connection were broken the result would be death.”


“Death,” repeated Maloney to himself, “death!” He looked anxiously at our faces, his thoughts evidently beginning to clear.


“And this solidity?” he asked presently, after a general pause; “this tearing of tents and flesh; this howling, and the marks of paws? You mean that the Double—?”


“Has sufficient material drawn from the depleted body to produce physical results? Certainly!” the doctor took him up. “Although to explain at this moment such problems as the passage of matter through matter would be as difficult as to explain how the thought of a mother can actually break the bones of the child unborn.”


Dr. Silence pointed out to sea, and Maloney, looking wildly about him, turned with a violent start. I saw a canoe, with Sangree in the stern-seat, slowly coming into view round the farther point. His hat was off, and his tanned face for the first time appeared to me — to us all, I think — as though it were the face of someone else. He looked like a wild man. Then he stood up in the canoe to make a cast with the rod, and he looked for all the world like an Indian. I recalled the expression of his face as I had seen it once or twice, notably on that occasion of the evening prayer, and an involuntary shudder ran down my spine.


At that very instant he turned and saw us where we lay, and his face broke into a smile, so that his teeth showed white in the sun. He looked in his element, and exceedingly attractive. He called out something about his fish, and soon after passed out of sight into the lagoon.


For a time none of us said a word.


“And the cure?” ventured Maloney at length.


“Is not to quench this savage force,” replied Dr. Silence, “but to steer it better, and to provide other outlets. This is the solution of all these problems of accumulated force, for this force is the raw material of usefulness, and should be increased and cherished, not by separating it from the body by death, but by raising it to higher channels. The best and quickest cure of all,” he went on, speaking very gently and with a hand upon the clergyman’s arm, “is to lead it towards its object, provided that object is not unalterably hostile — to let it find rest where—”


He stopped abruptly, and the eyes of the two men met in a single glance of comprehension.


“Joan?” Maloney exclaimed, under his breath.


“Joan!” replied John Silence.


•   •   •   •   •


We all went to bed early. The day had been unusually warm, and after sunset a curious hush descended on the island. Nothing was audible but that faint, ghostly singing which is inseparable from a pinewood even on the stillest day — a low, searching sound, as though the wind had hair and trailed it o’er the world.


With the sudden cooling of the atmosphere a sea fog began to form. It appeared in isolated patches over the water, and then these patches slid together and a white wall advanced upon us. Not a breath of air stirred; the firs stood like flat metal outlines; the sea became as oil. The whole scene lay as though held motionless by some huge weight in the air; and the flames from our fire — the largest we had ever made — rose upwards, straight as a church steeple.


As I followed the rest of our party tent-wards, having kicked the embers of the fire into safety, the advance guard of the fog was creeping slowly among the trees, like white arms feeling their way. Mingled with the smoke was the odor of moss and soil and bark, and the peculiar flavor of the Baltic, half salt, half brackish, like the smell of an estuary at low water.


It is difficult to say why it seemed to me that this deep stillness masked an intense activity; perhaps in every mood lies the suggestion of its opposite, so that I became aware of the contrast of furious energy, for it was like moving through the deep pause before a thunderstorm, and I trod gently lest by breaking a twig or moving a stone I might set the whole scene into some sort of tumultuous movement. Actually, no doubt, it was nothing more than a result of overstrung nerves.


There was no more question of undressing and going to bed than there was of undressing and going to bathe. Some sense in me was alert and expectant. I sat in my tent and waited. And at the end of half an hour or so my waiting was justified, for the canvas suddenly shivered, and someone tripped over the ropes that held it to the earth. John Silence came in.


The effect of his quiet entry was singular and prophetic: it was just as though the energy lying behind all this stillness had pressed forward to the edge of action. This, no doubt, was merely the quickening of my own mind, and had no other justification; for the presence of John Silence always suggested the near possibility of vigorous action, and as a matter of fact, he came in with nothing more than a nod and a significant gesture.


He sat down on a corner of my ground-sheet, and I pushed the blanket over so that he could cover his legs. He drew the flap of the tent after him and settled down, but hardly had he done so when the canvas shook a second time, and in blundered Maloney.


“Sitting in the dark?” he said self-consciously, pushing his head inside, and hanging up his lantern on the ridge-pole nail. “I just looked in for a smoke. I suppose—”


He glanced round, caught the eye of Dr. Silence, and stopped. He put his pipe back into his pocket and began to hum softly — that underbreath humming of a nondescript melody I knew so well and had come to hate.


Dr. Silence leaned forward, opened the lantern and blew the light out. “Speak low,” he said, “and don’t strike matches. Listen for sounds and movements about the Camp, and be ready to follow me at a moment’s notice.” There was light enough to distinguish our faces easily, and I saw Maloney glance again hurriedly at both of us.


“Is the Camp asleep?” the doctor asked presently, whispering.


“Sangree is,” replied the clergyman, in a voice equally low. “I can’t answer for the women; I think they’re sitting up.”


“That’s for the best.” And then he added: “I wish the fog would thin a bit and let the moon through; later — we may want it.”


“It is lifting now, I think,” Maloney whispered back. “It’s over the tops of the trees already.”


I cannot say what it was in this commonplace exchange of remarks that thrilled. Probably Maloney’s swift acquiescence in the doctor’s mood had something to do with it; for his quick obedience certainly impressed me a good deal. But, even without that slight evidence, it was clear that each recognized the gravity of the occasion, and understood that sleep was impossible and sentry duty was the order of the night.


“Report to me,” repeated John Silence once again, “the least sound, and do nothing precipitately.”


He shifted across to the mouth of the tent and raised the flap, fastening it against the pole so that he could see out. Maloney stopped humming and began to force the breath through his teeth with a kind of faint hissing, treating us to a medley of church hymns and popular songs of the day.


Then the tent trembled as though someone had touched it.


“That’s the wind rising,” whispered the clergyman, and pulled the flap open as far as it would go. A waft of cold damp air entered and made us shiver, and with it came a sound of the sea as the first wave washed its way softly along the shores.


“It’s got round to the north,” he added, and following his voice came a long-drawn whisper that rose from the whole island as the trees sent forth a sighing response. “The fog’ll move a bit now. I can make out a lane across the sea already.”


“Hush!” said Dr. Silence, for Maloney’s voice had risen above a whisper, and we settled down again to another long period of watching and waiting, broken only by the occasional rubbing of shoulders against the canvas as we shifted our positions, and the increasing noise of waves on the outer coastline of the island. And over all whirred the murmur of wind sweeping the tops of the trees like a great harp, and the faint tapping on the tent as drops fell from the branches with a sharp pinging sound.


We had sat for something over an hour in this way, and Maloney and I were finding it increasingly hard to keep awake, when suddenly Dr. Silence rose to his feet and peered out. The next minute he was gone.


Relieved of the dominating presence, the clergyman thrust his face close into mine. “I don’t much care for this waiting game,” he whispered, “but Silence wouldn’t hear of my sitting up with the others; he said it would prevent anything happening if I did.”


“He knows,” I answered shortly.


“No doubt in the world about that,” he whispered back; “it’s this ‘Double’ business, as he calls it, or else it’s obsession as the Bible describes it. But it’s bad, whichever it is, and I’ve got my Winchester outside ready cocked, and I brought this too.” He shoved a pocket Bible under my nose. At one time in his life it had been his inseparable companion.


“One’s useless and the other’s dangerous,” I replied under my breath, conscious of a keen desire to laugh, and leaving him to choose. “Safety lies in following our leader—”


“I’m not thinking of myself,” he interrupted sharply; “only, if anything happens to Joan tonight I’m going to shoot first — and pray afterwards!”


Maloney put the book back into his hip-pocket, and peered out of the doorway. “What is he up to now, in the devil’s name, I wonder!” he added; “going round Sangree’s tent and making gestures. How weird he looks disappearing in and out of the fog.”


“Just trust him and wait,” I said quickly, for the doctor was already on his way back. “Remember, he has the knowledge, and knows what he’s about. I’ve been with him through worse cases than this.”


Maloney moved back as Dr. Silence darkened the doorway and stooped to enter.


“His sleep is very deep,” he whispered, seating himself by the door again. “He’s in a cataleptic condition, and the Double may be released any minute now. But I’ve taken steps to imprison it in the tent, and it can’t get out till I permit it. Be on the watch for signs of movement.” Then he looked hard at Maloney. “But no violence, or shooting, remember, Mr. Maloney, unless you want a murder on your hands. Anything done to the Double acts by repercussion upon the physical body. You had better take out the cartridges at once.”


His voice was stern. The clergyman went out, and I heard him emptying the magazine of his rifle. When he returned he sat nearer the door than before, and from that moment until we left the tent he never once took his eyes from the figure of Dr. Silence, silhouetted there against sky and canvas.


And, meanwhile, the wind came steadily over the sea and opened the mist into lanes and clearings, driving it about like a living thing.


It must have been well after midnight when a low booming sound drew my attention; but at first the sense of hearing was so strained that it was impossible exactly to locate it, and I imagined it was the thunder of big guns far out at sea carried to us by the rising wind. Then Maloney, catching hold of my arm and leaning forward, somehow brought the true relation, and I realized the next second that it was only a few feet away.


“Sangree’s tent,” he exclaimed in a loud and startled whisper.


I craned my head round the corner, but at first the effect of the fog was so confusing that every patch of white driving about before the wind looked like a moving tent and it was some seconds before I discovered the one patch that held steady. Then I saw that it was shaking all over, and the sides, flapping as much as the tightness of the ropes allowed, were the cause of the booming sound we had heard. Something alive was tearing frantically about inside, banging against the stretched canvas in a way that made me think of a great moth dashing against the walls and ceiling of a room. The tent bulged and rocked.


“It’s trying to get out, by Jupiter!” muttered the clergyman, rising to his feet and turning to the side where the unloaded rifle lay. I sprang up too, hardly knowing what purpose was in my mind, but anxious to be prepared for anything. John Silence, however, was before us both, and his figure slipped past and blocked the doorway of the tent. And there was some quality in his voice next minute when he began to speak that brought our minds instantly to a state of calm obedience.


“First — the women’s tent,” he said low, looking sharply at Maloney, “and if I need your help, I’ll call.”


The clergyman needed no second bidding. He dived past me and was out in a moment. He was laboring evidently under intense excitement. I watched him picking his way silently over the slippery ground, giving the moving tent a wide berth, and presently disappearing among the floating shapes of fog.


Dr. Silence turned to me. “You heard those footsteps about half an hour ago?” he asked significantly.


“I heard nothing.”


“They were extraordinarily soft — almost the soundless tread of a wild creature. But now, follow me closely,” he added, “for we must waste no time if I am to save this poor man from his affliction and lead his werewolf Double to its rest. And, unless I am much mistaken” — he peered at me through the darkness, whispering with the utmost distinctness — “Joan and Sangree are absolutely made for one another. And I think she knows it too — just as well as he does.”


My head swam a little as I listened, but at the same time something cleared in my brain and I saw that he was right. Yet it was all so weird and incredible, so remote from the commonplace facts of life as commonplace people know them; and more than once it flashed upon me that the whole scene — people, words, tents, and all the rest of it — were delusions created by the intense excitement of my own mind somehow, and that suddenly the sea-fog would clear off and the world become normal again.


The cold air from the sea stung our cheeks sharply as we left the close atmosphere of the little crowded tent. The sighing of the trees, the waves breaking below on the rocks, and the lines and patches of mist driving about us seemed to create the momentary illusion that the whole island had broken loose and was floating out to sea like a mighty raft.


The doctor moved just ahead of me, quickly and silently; he was making straight for the Canadian’s tent where the sides still boomed and shook as the creature of sinister life raced and tore about impatiently within. A little distance from the door he paused and held up a hand to stop me. We were, perhaps, a dozen feet away.


“Before I release it, you shall see for yourself,” he said, “that the reality of the werewolf is beyond all question. The matter of which it is composed is, of course, exceedingly attenuated, but you are partially clairvoyant — and even if it is not dense enough for normal sight you will see something.”


He added a little more I could not catch. The fact was that the curiously strong vibrating atmosphere surrounding his person somewhat confused my senses. It was the result, of course, of his intense concentration of mind and forces, and pervaded the entire Camp and all the persons in it. And as I watched the canvas shake and heard it boom and flap I heartily welcomed it. For it was also protective.


At the back of Sangree’s tent stood a thin group of pine trees, but in front and at the sides the ground was comparatively clear. The flap was wide open and any ordinary animal would have been out and away without the least trouble. Dr. Silence led me up to within a few feet, evidently careful not to advance beyond a certain limit, and then stooped down and signaled to me to do the same. And looking over his shoulder I saw the interior lit faintly by the spectral light reflected from the fog, and the dim blot upon the balsam boughs and blankets signifying Sangree; while over him, and round him, and up and down him, flew the dark mass of “something” on four legs, with pointed muzzle and sharp ears plainly visible against the tent sides, and the occasional gleam of fiery eyes and white fangs.


I held my breath and kept utterly still, inwardly and outwardly, for fear, I suppose, that the creature would become conscious of my presence; but the distress I felt went far deeper than the mere sense of personal safety, or the fact of watching something so incredibly active and real. I became keenly aware of the dreadful psychic calamity it involved. The realization that Sangree lay confined in that narrow space with this species of monstrous projection of himself — that he was wrapped there in the cataleptic sleep, all unconscious that this thing was masquerading with his own life and energies — added a distressing touch of horror to the scene. In all the cases of John Silence — and they were many and often terrible — no other psychic affliction has ever, before or since, impressed me so convincingly with the pathetic impermanence of the human personality, with its fluid nature, and with the alarming possibilities of its transformations.


“Come,” he whispered, after we had watched for some minutes the frantic efforts to escape from the circle of thought and will that held it prisoner, “come a little farther away while I release it.”


We moved back a dozen yards or so. It was like a scene in some impossible play, or in some ghastly and oppressive nightmare from which I should presently awake to find the blankets all heaped up upon my chest.


By some method undoubtedly mental, but which, in my confusion and excitement, I failed to understand, the doctor accomplished his purpose, and the next minute I heard him say sharply under his breath, “It’s out! Now watch!”


At this very moment a sudden gust from the sea blew aside the mist, so that a lane opened to the sky, and the moon, ghastly and unnatural as the effect of stage limelight, dropped down in a momentary gleam upon the door of Sangree’s tent, and I perceived that something had moved forward from the interior darkness and stood clearly defined upon the threshold. And, at the same moment, the tent ceased its shuddering and held still.


There, in the doorway, stood an animal, with neck and muzzle thrust forward, its head poking into the night, its whole body poised in that attitude of intense rigidity that precedes the spring into freedom, the running leap of attack. It seemed to be about the size of a calf, leaner than a mastiff, yet more squat than a wolf, and I can swear that I saw the fur ridged sharply upon its back. Then its upper lip slowly lifted, and I saw the whiteness of its teeth.


Surely no human being ever stared as hard as I did in those next few minutes. Yet, the harder I stared the clearer appeared the amazing and monstrous apparition. For, after all, it was Sangree — and yet it was not Sangree. It was the head and face of an animal, and yet it was the face of Sangree: the face of a wild dog, a wolf, and yet his face. The eyes were sharper, narrower, more fiery, yet they were his eyes — his eyes run wild; the teeth were longer, whiter, more pointed — yet they were his teeth, his teeth grown cruel; the expression was flaming, terrible, exultant — yet it was his expression carried to the border of savagery — his expression as I had already surprised it more than once, only dominant now, fully released from human constraint, with the mad yearning of a hungry and importunate soul. It was the soul of Sangree, the long suppressed, deeply loving Sangree, expressed in its single and intense desire — pure utterly and utterly wonderful.


Yet, at the same time, came the feeling that it was all an illusion. I suddenly remembered the extraordinary changes the human face can undergo in circular insanity, when it changes from melancholia to elation; and I recalled the effect of hasheesh, which shows the human countenance in the form of the bird or animal to which in character it most approximates; and for a moment I attributed this mingling of Sangree’s face with a wolf to some kind of similar delusion of the senses. I was mad, deluded, dreaming! The excitement of the day, and this dim light of stars and bewildering mist combined to trick me. I had been amazingly imposed upon by some false wizardry of the senses. It was all absurd and fantastic; it would pass.


And then, sounding across this sea of mental confusion like a bell through a fog, came the voice of John Silence bringing me back to a consciousness of the reality of it all — 


“Sangree — in his Double!”


And when I looked again more calmly, I plainly saw that it was indeed the face of the Canadian, but his face turned animal, yet mingled with the brute expression a curiously pathetic look like the soul seen sometimes in the yearning eyes of a dog — the face of an animal shot with vivid streaks of the human.


The doctor called to him softly under his breath — 


“Sangree! Sangree, you poor afflicted creature! Do you know me? Can you understand what it is you’re doing in your ‘Body of Desire’?”


For the first time since its appearance the creature moved. Its ears twitched and it shifted the weight of its body on to the hind legs. Then, lifting its head and muzzle to the sky, it opened its long jaws and gave vent to a dismal and prolonged howling.


But, when I heard that howling rise to heaven, the breath caught and strangled in my throat and it seemed that my heart missed a beat; for, though the sound was entirely animal, it was at the same time entirely human. But, more than that, it was the cry I had so often heard in the Western States of America where the Indians still fight and hunt and struggle — it was the cry of the Redskin!


“The Indian blood!” whispered John Silence, when I caught his arm for support; “the ancestral cry.”


And that poignant, beseeching cry, that broken human voice, mingling with the savage howl of the brute beast, pierced straight to my very heart and touched there something that no music, no voice, passionate or tender, of man, woman or child has ever stirred before or since for one second into life. It echoed away among the fog and the trees and lost itself somewhere out over the hidden sea. And some part of myself — something that was far more than the mere act of intense listening — went out with it, and for several minutes I lost consciousness of my surroundings and felt utterly absorbed in the pain of another stricken fellow-creature.


Again the voice of John Silence recalled me to myself.


“Hark!” he said aloud. “Hark!”


His tone galvanized me afresh. We stood listening side by side.


Far across the island, faintly sounding through the trees and brushwood, came a similar, answering cry. Shrill, yet wonderfully musical, shaking the heart with a singular wild sweetness that defies description, we heard it rise and fall upon the night air.


“It’s across the lagoon,” Dr. Silence cried, but this time in full tones that paid no tribute to caution. “It’s Joan! She’s answering him!”


Again the wonderful cry rose and fell, and that same instant the animal lowered its head, and, muzzle to earth, set off on a swift easy canter that took it off into the mist and out of our sight like a thing of wind and vision.


The doctor made a quick dash to the door of Sangree’s tent, and, following close at his heels, I peered in and caught a momentary glimpse of the small, shrunken body lying upon the branches but half covered by the blankets — the cage from which most of the life, and not a little of the actual corporeal substance, had escaped into that other form of life and energy, the body of passion and desire.


By another of those swift, incalculable processes which at this stage of my apprenticeship I failed often to grasp, Dr. Silence re-closed the circle about the tent and body.


“Now it cannot return till I permit it,” he said, and the next second was off at full speed into the woods, with myself close behind him. I had already had some experience of my companion’s ability to run swiftly through a dense wood, and I now had the further proof of his power almost to see in the dark. For, once we left the open space about the tents, the trees seemed to absorb all the remaining vestiges of light, and I understood that special sensibility that is said to develop in the blind — the sense of obstacles.


And twice as we ran we heard the sound of that dismal howling drawing nearer and nearer to the answering faint cry from the point of the island whither we were going.


Then, suddenly, the trees fell away, and we emerged, hot and breathless, upon the rocky point where the granite slabs ran bare into the sea. It was like passing into the clearness of open day. And there, sharply defined against sea and sky, stood the figure of a human being. It was Joan.


I at once saw that there was something about her appearance that was singular and unusual, but it was only when we had moved quite close that I recognized what caused it. For while the lips wore a smile that lit the whole face with a happiness I had never seen there before, the eyes themselves were fixed in a steady, sightless stare as though they were lifeless and made of glass.


I made an impulsive forward movement, but Dr. Silence instantly dragged me back.


“No,” he cried, “don’t wake her!”


“What do you mean?” I replied aloud, struggling in his grasp.


“She’s asleep. It’s somnambulistic. The shock might injure her permanently.”


I turned and peered closely into his face. He was absolutely calm. I began to understand a little more, catching, I suppose, something of his strong thinking.


“Walking in her sleep, you mean?”


He nodded. “She’s on her way to meet him. From the very beginning he must have drawn her — irresistibly.”


“But the torn tent and the wounded flesh?”


“When she did not sleep deep enough to enter the somnambulistic trance he missed her — he went instinctively and in all innocence to seek her out — with the result, of course, that she woke and was terrified—”


“Then in their heart of hearts they love?” I asked finally.


John Silence smiled his inscrutable smile. “Profoundly,” he answered, “and as simply as only primitive souls can love. If only they both come to realize it in their normal waking states his Double will cease these nocturnal excursions. He will be cured, and at rest.”


The words had hardly left his lips when there was a sound of rustling branches on our left, and the very next instant the dense brushwood parted where it was darkest and out rushed the swift form of an animal at full gallop. The noise of feet was scarcely audible, but in that utter stillness I heard the heavy panting breath and caught the swish of the low bushes against its sides. It went straight towards Joan — and as it went the girl lifted her head and turned to meet it. And the same instant a canoe that had been creeping silently and unobserved round the inner shore of the lagoon, emerged from the shadows and defined itself upon the water with a figure at the middle thwart. It was Maloney.


It was only afterwards I realized that we were invisible to him where we stood against the dark background of trees; the figures of Joan and the animal he saw plainly, but not Dr. Silence and myself standing just beyond them. He stood up in the canoe and pointed with his right arm. I saw something gleam in his hand.


“Stand aside, Joan girl, or you’ll get hit,” he shouted, his voice ringing horribly through the deep stillness, and the same instant a pistol-shot cracked out with a burst of flame and smoke, and the figure of the animal, with one tremendous leap into the air, fell back in the shadows and disappeared like a shape of night and fog. Instantly, then, Joan opened her eyes, looked in a dazed fashion about her, and pressing both hands against her heart, fell with a sharp cry into my arms that were just in time to catch her.


And an answering cry sounded across the lagoon — thin, wailing, piteous. It came from Sangree’s tent.


“Fool!” cried Dr. Silence, “you’ve wounded him!” and before we could move or realize quite what it meant, he was in the canoe and half-way across the lagoon.


Some kind of similar abuse came in a torrent from my lips, too — though I cannot remember the actual words — as I cursed the man for his disobedience and tried to make the girl comfortable on the ground. But the clergyman was more practical. He was spreading his coat over her and dashing water on her face.


“It’s not Joan I’ve killed at any rate,” I heard him mutter as she turned and opened her eyes and smiled faintly up in his face. “I swear the bullet went straight.”


Joan stared at him; she was still dazed and bewildered, and still imagined herself with the companion of her trance. The strange lucidity of the somnambulist still hung over her brain and mind, though outwardly she appeared troubled and confused.


“Where has he gone to? He disappeared so suddenly, crying that he was hurt,” she asked, looking at her father as though she did not recognize him. “And if they’ve done anything to him — they have done it to me too — for he is more to me than—”


Her words grew vaguer and vaguer as she returned slowly to her normal waking state, and now she stopped altogether, as though suddenly aware that she had been surprised into telling secrets. But all the way back, as we carried her carefully through the trees, the girl smiled and murmured Sangree’s name and asked if he was injured, until it finally became clear to me that the wild soul of the one had called to the wild soul of the other and in the secret depths of their beings the call had been heard and understood. John Silence was right. In the abyss of her heart, too deep at first for recognition, the girl loved him, and had loved him from the very beginning. Once her normal waking consciousness recognized the fact they would leap together like twin flames, and his affliction would be at an end; his intense desire would be satisfied; he would be cured.


And in Sangree’s tent Dr. Silence and I sat up for the remainder of the night — this wonderful and haunted night that had shown us such strange glimpses of a new heaven and a new hell — for the Canadian tossed upon his balsam boughs with high fever in his blood, and upon each cheek a dark and curious contusion showed, throbbing with severe pain although the skin was not broken and there was no outward and visible sign of blood.


“Maloney shot straight, you see,” whispered Dr. Silence to me after the clergyman had gone to his tent, and had put Joan to sleep beside her mother, who, by the way, had never once awakened. “The bullet must have passed clean through the face, for both cheeks are stained. He’ll wear these marks all his life — smaller, but always there. They’re the most curious scars in the world, these scars transferred by repercussion from an injured Double. They’ll remain visible until just before his death, and then with the withdrawal of the subtle body they will disappear finally.”


His words mingled in my dazed mind with the sighs of the troubled sleeper and the crying of the wind about the tent. Nothing seemed to paralyze my powers of realization so much as these twin stains of mysterious significance upon the face before me.


It was odd, too, how speedily and easily the Camp resigned itself again to sleep and quietness, as though a stage curtain had suddenly dropped down upon the action and concealed it; and nothing contributed so vividly to the feeling that I had been a spectator of some kind of visionary drama as the dramatic nature of the change in the girl’s attitude.


Yet, as a matter of fact, the change had not been so sudden and revolutionary as appeared. Underneath, in those remoter regions of consciousness where the emotions, unknown to their owners, do secretly mature, and owe thence their abrupt revelation to some abrupt psychological climax, there can be no doubt that Joan’s love for the Canadian had been growing steadily and irresistibly all the time. It had now rushed to the surface so that she recognized it; that was all.


And it has always seemed to me that the presence of John Silence, so potent, so quietly efficacious, produced an effect, if one may say so, of a psychic forcing-house, and hastened incalculably the bringing together of these two “wild” lovers. In that sudden awakening had occurred the very psychological climax required to reveal the passionate emotion accumulated below. The deeper knowledge had leaped across and transferred itself to her ordinary consciousness, and in that shock the collision of the personalities had shaken them to the depths and shown her the truth beyond all possibility of doubt.


“He’s sleeping quietly now,” the doctor said, interrupting my reflections. “If you will watch alone for a bit I’ll go to Maloney’s tent and help him to arrange his thoughts.” He smiled in anticipation of that “arrangement.”  “He’ll never quite understand how a wound on the Double can transfer itself to the physical body, but at least I can persuade him that the less he talks and ‘explains’ tomorrow, the sooner the forces will run their natural course now to peace and quietness.”


He went away softly, and with the removal of his presence Sangree, sleeping heavily, turned over and groaned with the pain of his broken head.


And it was in the still hour just before the dawn, when all the islands were hushed, the wind and sea still dreaming, and the stars visible through clearing mists, that a figure crept silently over the ridge and reached the door of the tent where I dozed beside the sufferer, before I was aware of its presence. The flap was cautiously lifted a few inches and in looked — Joan.


That same instant Sangree woke and sat up on his bed of branches. He recognized her before I could say a word, and uttered a low cry. It was pain and joy mingled, and this time all human. And the girl too was no longer walking in her sleep, but fully aware of what she was doing. I was only just able to prevent him springing from his blankets.


“Joan, Joan!” he cried, and in a flash she answered him, “I’m here — I’m with you always now,” and had pushed past me into the tent and flung herself upon his breast.


“I knew you would come to me in the end,” I heard him whisper.


“It was all too big for me to understand at first,” she murmured, “and for a long time I was frightened—”


“But not now!” he cried louder; “you don’t feel afraid now of — of anything that’s in me—”


“I fear nothing,” she cried, “nothing, nothing!”


I led her outside again. She looked steadily into my face with eyes shining and her whole being transformed. In some intuitive way, surviving probably from the somnambulism, she knew or guessed as much as I knew.


“You must talk tomorrow with John Silence,” I said gently, leading her towards her own tent. “He understands everything.”


I left her at the door, and as I went back softly to take up my place of sentry again with the Canadian, I saw the first streaks of dawn lighting up the far rim of the sea behind the distant islands.


And, as though to emphasize the eternal closeness of comedy to tragedy, two small details rose out of the scene and impressed me so vividly that I remember them to this very day. For in the tent where I had just left Joan, all a-quiver with her new happiness, there rose plainly to my ears the grotesque sounds of the Bo’sun’s Mate heavily snoring, oblivious of all things in heaven or hell; and from Maloney’s tent, so still was the night, where I looked across and saw the lantern’s glow, there came to me, through the trees, the monotonous rising and falling of a human voice that was beyond question the sound of a man praying to his God.
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“There is a wild beast in your woods,” said the artist Cunningham, as he was being driven to the station. It was the only remark he had made during the drive, but as Van Cheele had talked incessantly his companion’s silence had not been noticeable.


“A stray fox or two and some resident weasels. Nothing more formidable,” said Van Cheele. The artist said nothing.


“What did you mean about a wild beast?” said Van Cheele later, when they were on the platform.


“Nothing. My imagination. Here is the train,” said Cunningham.


That afternoon Van Cheele went for one of his frequent rambles through his woodland property. He had a stuffed bittern in his study, and knew the names of quite a number of wild flowers, so his aunt had possibly some justification in describing him as a great naturalist. At any rate, he was a great walker. It was his custom to take mental notes of everything he saw during his walks, not so much for the purpose of assisting contemporary science as to provide topics for conversation afterwards. When the bluebells began to show themselves in flower he made a point of informing everyone of the fact; the season of the year might have warned his hearers of the likelihood of such an occurrence, but at least they felt that he was being absolutely frank with them.


What Van Cheele saw on this particular afternoon was, however, something far removed from his ordinary range of experience. On a shelf of smooth stone overhanging a deep pool in the hollow of an oak coppice a boy of about sixteen lay a-sprawl, drying his wet brown limbs luxuriously in the sun. His wet hair, parted by a recent dive, lay close to his head, and his light-brown eyes, so light that there was an almost tigerish gleam in them, were turned towards Van Cheele with a certain lazy watchfulness. It was an unexpected apparition, and Van Cheele found himself engaged in the novel process of thinking before he spoke. Where on earth could this wild-looking boy hail from? The miller’s wife had lost a child some two months ago, supposed to have been swept away by the millrace, but that had been a mere baby, not a half-grown lad.


“What are you doing there?” he demanded.


“Obviously, sunning myself,” replied the boy.


“Where do you live?”


“Here, in these woods.”


“You can’t live in the woods,” said Van Cheele.


“They are very nice woods,” said the boy, with a touch of patronage in his voice.


“But where do you sleep at night?”


“I don’t sleep at night; that’s my busiest time.”


Van Cheele began to have an irritated feeling that he was grappling with a problem that was eluding him.


“What do you feed on?” he asked.


“Flesh,” said the boy, and he pronounced the word with slow relish, as though he were tasting it.


“Flesh! What Flesh?”


“Since it interests you, rabbits, wildfowl, hares, poultry, lambs in their season, children when I can get any; they’re usually too well locked in at night, when I do most of my hunting. It’s quite two months since I tasted child-flesh.”


Ignoring the chaffing nature of the last remark Van Cheele tried to draw the boy on the subject of possible poaching operations.


“You’re talking rather through your hat when you speak of feeding on hares.” (Considering the nature of the boy’s toilet the simile was hardly an apt one.) “Our hillside hares aren’t easily caught.”


“At night I hunt on four feet,” was the somewhat cryptic response.


“I suppose you mean that you hunt with a dog?” hazarded Van Cheele.


The boy rolled slowly over on to his back, and laughed a weird low laugh, that was pleasantly like a chuckle and disagreeably like a snarl.


“I don’t fancy any dog would be very anxious for my company, especially at night.”


Van Cheele began to feel that there was something positively uncanny about the strange-eyed, strange-tongued youngster.


“I can’t have you staying in these woods,” he declared authoritatively.


“I fancy you’d rather have me here than in your house,” said the boy.


The prospect of this wild, nude animal in Van Cheele’s primly ordered house was certainly an alarming one.


“If you don’t go. I shall have to make you,” said Van Cheele.


The boy turned like a flash, plunged into the pool, and in a moment had flung his wet and glistening body half-way up the bank where Van Cheele was standing. In an otter the movement would not have been remarkable; in a boy Van Cheele found it sufficiently startling. His foot slipped as he made an involuntarily backward movement, and he found himself almost prostrate on the slippery weed-grown bank, with those tigerish yellow eyes not very far from his own. Almost instinctively he half raised his hand to his throat. They boy laughed again, a laugh in which the snarl had nearly driven out the chuckle, and then, with another of his astonishing lightning movements, plunged out of view into a yielding tangle of weed and fern.


“What an extraordinary wild animal!” said Van Cheele as he picked himself up. And then he recalled Cunningham’s remark “There is a wild beast in your woods.”


Walking slowly homeward, Van Cheele began to turn over in his mind various local occurrences which might be traceable to the existence of this astonishing young savage.


Something had been thinning the game in the woods lately, poultry had been missing from the farms, hares were growing unaccountably scarcer, and complaints had reached him of lambs being carried off bodily from the hills. Was it possible that this wild boy was really hunting the countryside in company with some clever poacher dogs? He had spoken of hunting “four-footed” by night, but then, again, he had hinted strangely at no dog caring to come near him, “especially at night.” It was certainly puzzling. And then, as Van Cheele ran his mind over the various depredations that had been committed during the last month or two, he came suddenly to a dead stop, alike in his walk and his speculations. The child missing from the mill two months ago — the accepted theory was that it had tumbled into the mill-race and been swept away; but the mother had always declared she had heard a shriek on the hill side of the house, in the opposite direction from the water. It was unthinkable, of course, but he wished that the boy had not made that uncanny remark about child-flesh eaten two months ago. Such dreadful things should not be said even in fun.


Van Cheele, contrary to his usual wont, did not feel disposed to be communicative about his discovery in the wood. His position as a parish councilor and justice of the peace seemed somehow compromised by the fact that he was harboring a personality of such doubtful repute on his property; there was even a possibility that a heavy bill of damages for raided lambs and poultry might be laid at his door. At dinner that night he was quite unusually silent.


“Where’s your voice gone to?” said his aunt. “One would think you had seen a wolf.”


Van Cheele, who was not familiar with the old saying, thought the remark rather foolish; if he had seen a wolf on his property his tongue would have been extraordinarily busy with the subject.


At breakfast next morning Van Cheele was conscious that his feeling of uneasiness regarding yesterday’s episode had not wholly disappeared, and he resolved to go by train to the neighboring cathedral town, hunt up Cunningham, and learn from him what he had really seen that had prompted the remark about a wild beast in the woods. With this resolution taken, his usual cheerfulness partially returned, and he hummed a bright little melody as he sauntered to the morning-room for his customary cigarette. As he entered the room the melody made way abruptly for a pious invocation. Gracefully asprawl on the ottoman, in an attitude of almost exaggerated repose, was the boy of the woods. He was drier than when Van Cheele had last seen him, but no other alteration was noticeable in his toilet.


“How dare you come here?” asked Van Cheele furiously.


“You told me I was not to stay in the woods,” said the boy calmly.


“But not to come here. Supposing my aunt should see you!”


And with a view to minimizing that catastrophe, Van Cheele hastily obscured as much of his unwelcome guest as possible under the folds of a Morning Post. At that moment his aunt entered the room.


“This is a poor boy who has lost his way — and lost his memory. He doesn’t know who he is or where he comes from,” explained Van Cheele desperately, glancing apprehensively at the waif’s face to see whether he was going to add inconvenient candor to his other savage propensities.


Miss Van Cheele was enormously interested.


“Perhaps his underlinen is marked,” she suggested.


“He seems to have lost most of that, too,” said Van Cheele, making frantic little grabs at the Morning Post to keep it in its place.


A naked homeless child appealed to Miss Van Cheele as warmly as a stray kitten or derelict puppy would have done.


“We must do all we can for him,” she decided, and in a very short time a messenger, dispatched to the rectory, where a pageboy was kept, had returned with a suit of pantry clothes, and the necessary accessories of shirt, shoes, collar, etc. Clothed, clean, and groomed, the boy lost none of his uncanniness in Van Cheele’s eyes, but his aunt found him sweet.


“We must call him something till we know who he really is,” she said. “Gabriel-Ernest, I think; those are nice suitable names.”


Van Cheele agreed, but he privately doubted whether they were being grafted on to a nice suitable child. His misgivings were not diminished by the fact that his staid and elderly spaniel had bolted out of the house at the first incoming of the boy, and now obstinately remained shivering and yapping at the farther end of the orchard, while the canary, usually as vocally industrious as Van Cheele himself, had put itself on an allowance of frightened cheeps. More than ever he was resolved to consult Cunningham without loss of time.


As he drove off to the station his aunt was arranging that Gabriel-Ernest should help her to entertain the infant members of her Sunday-school class at tea that afternoon.


Cunningham was not at first disposed to be communicative.


“My mother died of some brain trouble,” he explained, “so you will understand why I am averse to dwelling on anything of an impossibly fantastic nature that I may see or think that I have seen.”


“But what did you see?” persisted Van Cheele.


“What I thought I saw was something so extraordinary that no really sane man could dignify it with the credit of having actually happened. I was standing, the last evening I was with you, half-hidden in the hedge-growth by the orchard gate, watching the dying glow of the sunset. Suddenly I became aware of a naked boy, a bather from some neighboring pool, I took him to be, who was standing out on the bare hillside also watching the sunset. His pose was so suggestive of some wild faun of Pagan myth that I instantly wanted to engage him as a model, and in another moment I think I should have hailed him. But just then the sun dipped out of view, and all the orange and pink slid out of the landscape, leaving it cold and gray. And at the same moment an astounding thing happened — the boy vanished too!”


“What! vanished away into nothing?” asked Van Cheele excitedly.


“No; that is the dreadful part of it,” answered the artist; “on the open hillside where the boy had been standing a second ago, stood a large wolf, blackish in color, with gleaming fangs and cruel, yellow eyes. You may think—”


But Van Cheele did not stop for anything as futile as thought. Already he was tearing at top speed towards the station. He dismissed the idea of a telegram. “Gabriel-Ernest is a werewolf” was a hopelessly inadequate effort at conveying the situation, and his aunt would think it was a code message to which he had omitted to give her the key. His one hope was that he might reach home before sundown. The cab which he chartered at the other end of the railway journey bore him with what seemed exasperating slowness along the country roads, which were pink and mauve with the flush of the sinking sun. His aunt was putting away some unfinished jams and cake when he arrived.


“Where is Gabriel-Ernest?” he almost screamed.


“He is taking the little Toop child home,” said his aunt. “It was getting so late, I thought it wasn’t safe to let it go back alone. What a lovely sunset, isn’t it?”


But Van Cheele, although not oblivious of the glow in the western sky, did not stay to discuss its beauties. At a speed for which he was scarcely geared he raced along the narrow lane that led to the home of the Toops. On one side ran the swift current of the millstream, on the other rose the stretch of bare hillside. A dwindling rim of red sun showed still on the skyline, and the next turning must bring him in view of the ill-assorted couple he was pursuing. Then the color went suddenly out of things, and a gray light settled itself with a quick shiver over the landscape. Van Cheele heard a shrill wail of fear, and stopped running.


Nothing was ever seen again of the Toop child or Gabriel-Ernest, but the latter’s discarded garments were found lying in the road so it was assumed that the child had fallen into the water, and that the boy had stripped and jumped in, in a vain endeavor to save it. Van Cheele and some workmen who were near by at the time testified to having heard a child scream loudly just near the spot where the clothes were found. Mrs. Toop, who had eleven other children, was decently resigned to her bereavement, but Miss Van Cheele sincerely mourned her lost foundling. It was on her initiative that a memorial brass was put up in the parish church to “Gabriel-Ernest, an unknown boy, who bravely sacrificed his life for another.”


Van Cheele gave way to his aunt in most things, but he flatly refused to subscribe to the Gabriel-Ernest memorial.
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— I —


These things happened in the year when the witches were so malignant at Salem, and the trouble began over a crock of cider.


Deacon Graves and Jerusha and little Ichabod and old Patrick Duncan were in the cider-shed at the time. Granny Whitlow came to the cider-press, bringing with her a great stoneware crock, and she begged for a crockful of cider.


That was in October before she was hanged for a witch, and she was already in ill odor with all God-fearing men and women. It was known by many that she had an evil eye, and that her malignant soul was as black as a coal and fit for nothing but hellfire.


Deacon Graves was a staunch professor, and an upright believer in the gospel. “You’ll get no cider here.” says he. “Begone!” says he, “for I am a friend of God, and you are a friend of the devil.”


Then up spoke old Patrick Duncan. He was born in Scotland and had fought in Poland with Douglas under King Karl Gustav of Sweden. It is known that the Scotch and Polish witches and warlocks are the worst in the world, and Patrick Duncan knew more about them and their ways than you could find in a book. “Master,” says he, “you had best give her the cider, or else she’ll maybe cast the evil eye on the whole pressing.”


Then Granny Whitlow laughed very wickedly. “Do you speak of the evil eye?” says she. “Well, then, he may keep his cider, and he may take my black curse along with it,” and with that she went out of the shed and left them. But she did not go far — only to the cow-house, and there sat down by the wall with her crock beside her.


By and by Patrick Duncan looked out from the door of the cider-shed and espied her where she sat. “Look, look, Master Graves!” says he. “Yonder sits the witch by the cow-house. Best drive her away, or else she will cast the evil eye upon the cattle.”


So Deacon Graves went out to where Granny Whitlow sat and caught her by the arm, and lifted her to her feet, and says he: “Get you gone, witch! What mischief are you brewing here? Get you gone, I say!” Therewith, still holding her tight by the arm, he haled her down to the gate and thrust her out into the road. As he thrust her out she stumbled and fell, and her crock rolled into the ditch beside the road.


But she scrambled very quickly up from the dusty road, and so got to her feet. She spat upon the ground, and shook her fist at Deacon Graves (all skin and bone it was, and withered like a dead leaf). “Ah!” cries she, “would you treat me so! Well, then, you’ll be sorry for this; for I curse you once! — I curse you twice! — I curse you thrice! And if I’m sorry today, may you be sorry tomorrow!”


Thus she said, and then she went away down the road, leaving her crock in the ditch where it had fallen.


•   •   •   •   •


That was how the trouble began, and that was how Granny Whitlow came to set the evil eye upon Deacon Graves — upon him and his. In less than a fortnight afterward the best cow was taken with hollow-horn, and though they bored holes in both horns with a gimlet, yet the poor beast died inside of four hours. That was the first curse come true.


A week afterward the Deacon’s fine gray mare was bogged in the ditch in the lower pasture, and sprung her shoulder so that she was never good for anything afterward.


That was the second curse come true.


But the third curse was bitter and black to the very bottom.





— II —


Deacon Graves had a daughter named Miriam. When she fell sick, no one knew what ailed her. She grew very strange and wild, and if anybody asked her what ailed her she would maybe scream out, or fall to weeping, or else she would fall into a furious rage, as though seized with a frensy.


She was a likely girl, with eyes as black as sloes, and black hair, and black eyebrows, and red cheeks, and red lips, and teeth as white as those of a dog. She was promised to Abijah Butler, the son of Aaron Butler the cordwainer, and he came up from town twice or thrice a week to court her.


He saw, as everybody else saw, that she was not as she had been, but was grown very strange and wild. For a while he kept his thoughts to himself, but at last things grew so dark that he spoke very plainly to the girl’s father and mother about the matter. “’Tis my belief,” says he, “that Granny Whitlow has bewitched her.” And neither Deacon Graves nor Dame Graves could find any word to deny what he said.


One Sabbath day Abijah came out from town in the afternoon, and Miriam was in bed. Nothing seemed to ail her, but she would not get up out of bed, but lay there all day, staring at the ceiling and saying nothing. Then Abijah stood up, and he said: “It is high time to do something about this business. If I am to marry Miriam, I must first know what it is ails her.”


Dame Graves says: “We none of us know what ails her. We’ve given her mustard, and sulphur, and boneset, and nothing does her any good.”


“Well,” says Abijah Butler, “what I said stays where I stuck it. Unless I know what is the matter with Miriam, all is off between us, and I am away.”


So Abijah Butler, and Deacon Graves, and Dame Graves, and Patrick Duncan, all four, went to the room where Miriam lay. There she was lying in bed and still as a log; but the moment they set foot in the room she cried out very loud and shrill, and snatched the coverlet over her head. Then she fell to shrieking and screaming as though she had gone mad, bidding them go away and let her lie in peace.


Deacon Graves went to the bedside and caught her very tight by the arm. “Be still!” says he. “Be still, or I will whip you!” and therewith she immediately fell silent, and lay trembling like any leaf.


Then Deacon Graves, still holding her tight by the arm, says to her, “What ails you?” And she said, speaking very weak and faint from under the bed coverlet, “Nothing ails me.” Says he, “Tell me, are you bewitched?” and to that she said nothing. Then he says, “Tell me who has bewitched you?” but still she would say nothing. He says, “Tell me who has bewitched you, or I will whip you.”


At that she began crying under the coverlet, but still she would not say anything. Then Deacon Graves says, “Tell me, was it Granny Whitlow who bewitched you?” and at that she said “Yes.”


After that they got the whole story from her by piecemeal. This was what she told them:


One day she was turning the bread in the oven. The kitchen door was open, and a great black cat came running in. She struck at the cat with the bread-peel, but the creature paid no heed to her, but ran around and around the room. Then she grew frightened of the cat and climbed up on the dough-trough. The cat ran around and around the kitchen so fast that her head spun. Then the cat was gone, and Granny Whitlow stood there in the kitchen looking at her. Granny Whitlow’s eyes burned like live coals, and she said, “Move your arm!” and Miriam tried to move her arm and could not do so. Then Granny Whitlow said, “Move your other arm!” and Miriam could not move that either. She could not move a single hair, but was like one in a dream, who tries to move and cannot. Then Granny Whitlow plucked three hairs out of her own head and came to Miriam where she sat on the dough-trough; and she tied the three hairs about the girl’s little finger. “Now you are one of us,” says she, and after that she went out of the kitchen, and Miriam came down from the dough-trough. Ever since that she had been bewitched.


This was the story she told, and after she had ended, her father tried to say something to her. At first he could not say anything, but could only swallow and swallow as though a nut stuck in his throat. Then at last he says — speaking in a voice as dry as a husk, “Tell me, have you ever been to the Devil’s Meeting House?”


At that Miriam began to cry out very loud from under the coverlet. Deacon Graves says, “Tell me the truth, or I will whip you!” Thereupon Miriam from under the coverlet said, “Yes — once or twice.” He says, “Who took you?” and she says, “It was Granny Whitlow took me.”


Then Deacon Graves says, “Let me see your hand.” And the girl reached her hand out from under the coverlet. They all looked, and, lo! there was a ring of hair tied about her little finger.


Dame Graves took a pair of scissors and cut the hairs, and after that they all went out of the room and left her. They sat for a while together in the kitchen, and were more happy than they had been for a long time, for they all thought that now that the hair ring was cut from her finger Miriam would be herself again.


By and by, Abijah Butler went home, and after he had gone, Dame Graves says to the Deacon: “You should not have asked Miriam about going to the Devil’s Meeting House, and that before Abijah Butler. Who knows what he thinks! He might never come back again, and then where would we find another husband for the girl?” But Abijah Butler was wonderfully in love with Miriam, and even this, and worse than this, did not drive him away from her.


After that time, Miriam Graves was better for two or three days; then she became once more as wild as ever. By this they all knew either that the witchcraft had struck into her bones so that she could not rid herself of it, or else that she had been bewitched again. So a week or so after that (it was then about the middle of November) Deacon Graves went to town and saw Dominie Mather and told him the whole story from beginning to end, just as it was and without hiding anything.


When Granny Whitlow was tried for witchcraft, a great many things were testified against her that had never been known before.


A little girl named Ann Greenfield testified that she had one time been down in Bedloe’s Swamp, and that she had there seen Granny Whitlow sitting at the root of a tree, stark and stiff as though she were dead. Little Ann said that she was very much afraid, but she did not run away. She said that she stood and looked at Granny Whitlow, and by and by she saw something that came running very fast. It looked like a mouse running very fast among the leaves. She said it ran to Granny Whitlow, and ran up her breast and into her mouth, and then Granny Whitlow came to life again and opened her eyes. The little girl said that Granny Whitlow did not see her, but rose and went somewhere into the swamp.


Another girl, named Mercy Nailor, testified that she had once seen Granny Whitlow riding across Fielding’s Clearing in the dusk seated astride of a goat as black as coal. Mercy Nailor afterward withdrew her testimony, and confessed that it was not true. But Ann Greenfield’s testimony was true, and several other things that were testified were true, for they were never withdrawn.


Deacon Graves was in the crowd when Granny Whitlow rode to the gallows in the hangman’s cart. She saw him where he stood, and called out to him from the cart. “Ah, Deacon!” says she, “is that you? And so you have come to see me hanged, have you? Well, then, look to yourself; the third curse is still on you, and something worse than hanging will happen to you before the year is out.”


Shortly after that she was hanged.


•   •   •   •   •


They all thought that, now Granny Whitlow was hanged, Miriam would be released from the witchcraft that tormented her, but she was not. Things went from bad to worse with her, for, by and by, they found that she would run away at night, no one knew whither. They set a watch upon her, but if they did but wink two or three times, lo! she would be gone.


God knows whither she went, but every time she ran away she would come back betwixt midnight and morning, all wild of face, but weak and wan as though she had ridden long and far. And always after such a time she would go straight to bed, and sleep, maybe, for a day and a night. Then she would wake and crave for something to eat, and when food was set before her she would eat, and eat, and eat like a wild creature that was starving.





— III —


Early in the winter the Salem wolf appeared at that place. Such a thing as a wolf had not been seen at Salem for thirty years and more, and folks were slow to believe that it really was a wolf that killed the sheep or the young cattle or the swine that every now and then were found dead and part eaten in the morning.


But afterward everybody knew that it was a wolf; for one bright moonlight night Eli Hackett saw it as he was coming home from town meeting. A thin snow had fallen, and the night was wonderfully cold and clear and bright. Eli Hackett saw the wolf as plain as though it had been daylight. It ran across the corner of an open lot, and so back of the rope-walk. It appeared to be chasing something, and paid no heed to him, but ran straight on. And then he saw it again when it came out from behind the rope-walk — it ran across Widow Calder’s garden-patch, and so into the clearing beyond.


After that several others saw the wolf at different times, and once it chased Doctor Wilkinson on a dark night for above a half-mile, and into the very town itself. Then so many people saw the wolf that women and children were afraid to go out after nightfall, and even men would not go out without an axe or a club, or maybe a pistol in the belt. The wolf haunted the town for above a month, and a great many pigs and sheep and several calves were killed in that time.


•   •   •   •   •


Old Patrick Duncan and little Ichabod Graves slept together in the same bed in the attic. One night Patrick Duncan awoke, and found that little Ichabod was shaking his shoulder, and shaking it and shaking it.


Says Patrick Duncan: “What is it, child? What ails you?”


“Oh! Patrick Duncan,” says the little boy. “Wake up! There is a great beast running about in the yard!”


“What is it you say?” says Patrick Duncan. “A great beast? Pooh! pooh! child; you have been dreaming. Go to sleep again.”


“Oh, Patrick Duncan!” says the little boy. “Wake up, for I am not dreaming! There is indeed a great beast out in the yard. For first I heard it, and then I looked out of the window and saw it with my very eyes, and it is there running about in the moonlight.”


Then Patrick Duncan got up and went to the window of the attic and looked out, and there he saw that what little Ichabod had said was true. For there was the wolf, and it was running around and around the yard in the snow, and he could see it in the moonlight as plainly as though it were upon a sheet of white paper.


The wolf ran around and around in a circle as though it were at play, and every now and then it would snap up a mouthful of snow and cast it into the air. And every now and then it would run its muzzle into the snow and plow through the crust as though in playful sport.


Patrick Duncan said, “Is the musket in the kitchen loaded?” And little Ichabod said: “Yes; for I saw father load it and prime it fresh a week ago come Sabbath evening. For there was fresh talk of the wolf just then.”


“Then bide you here,” says Patrick Duncan, “and I’ll go fetch it.” So by and by he came, bringing the musket from the kitchen.


There was a broken pane in the attic window and an old stocking in the broken place. Patrick Duncan drew out the stocking very softly, and all the while the great beast played around and around in the snow in the yard below. Patrick Duncan put the musket out through the broken place in the window pane. He took long aim and then he fired. The musket bellowed like thunder, and the air was all full of gunpowder smoke. Patrick Duncan felt sure that he had killed the wolf, but when the gunpowder smoke cleared away, there lay the yard as bare and as empty as the palm of the hand.


The whole house was awakened by the sound of the musket. They all came into the kitchen, except Miriam, who did not come out of her room. They stood about the hearth listening to what Patrick Duncan and little Ichabod had to tell them about the wolf. Patrick Duncan said: “I took a sure and certain aim, and I don’t see how I could have missed my shot. I could see the sight of the gun as plain as daylight, and it was pointed straight at the heart of the beast.”


As they stood there talking about it all, the kitchen door opened of a sudden very softly and quietly. For a moment it stood ajar, and then someone came into the house as still as a ghost. It was Miriam, and she was clad only in her shift and petticoat. They all looked at her as though they had been turned to stone, but she did not appear to see them. She went straight across the kitchen and to her room, and they could hear the bedstead squeak as she got into bed.


Then Dame Graves began crying. “Alas!” says she, “Miriam walks in her sleep and we can’t keep her abed. Suppose the wolf had caught her and killed her!”


•   •   •   •   •


The next day Miriam was churning in the kitchen. Patrick Duncan came in and found her there alone.


“I missed my aim last night, mistress,” says he.


“So I hear tell,” says she.


“I’ll not miss it again,” says he.


“Why not?” says she.


“Because,” says he, “I am going to melt down this rix-dollar and cast it into a slug. I know this much,” says he, “that sometimes a silver slug will go through a hide that will turn a lump of lead. So if ever you see the Salem wolf,” says he, “just tell it that the next bullet I shoot at it will be made of silver.”


Then the girl stopped churning, and said, “What concern is all this to me?”


“Well,” says Patrick Duncan, “you know better than I do whether it concerns you or not.”


•   •   •   •   •


After that, and for a while, no more was heard of the Salem wolf. It was said that Patrick Duncan’s musket-shot had frightened the beast away, but Patrick knew better than that. He knew that it was the threat of the silver bullet that had driven it off.


Then after a while the wolf came back again, and more people saw it, and more sheep and pigs and some calves were found dead in the morning. Then came the worst of all, for one morning Ezra Doolittle was found dead in his own back yard, and his neck was all torn and rent by the savage wild beast.


That was the first that anyone suspected that this was no ordinary wolf, but a man-wolf that was running loose among them.





— IV —


Late one afternoon Abijah Butler came out from town. Deacon Graves was not at home, and so he went down to the barn where Patrick Duncan was milking. “Patrick Duncan,” says he, “tell me, what do you think ails Miriam Graves?”


Patrick Duncan’s cheek was lying close against the belly of the cow as he milked, and he did not lift his head. “Why do you ask me?” says he. “Go ask her father and her mother what ails her.”


Abijah Butler says, “Her father is not at home.”


“Well,” says Patrick Duncan, “go ask her mother.”


“So I will,” says Abijah Butler, “but I want you to come with me.”


“Well,” says Patrick Duncan, “I will go with you when I finish milking the cow.”


So after Patrick Duncan had finished his milking they went together to the house, and Dame Graves sat alone in the kitchen at her spinning. Abijah Butler went to her and began speaking, but Patrick Duncan stood by the bench at the window, where he had set the milk pail.


“Tell me,” says Abijah Butler, “what is it ails Miriam?”


Dane Graves put her hand to the wheel and stopped it. “You know what ails her as well as I do,” says she, “for you heard what the girl said to her father.”


“I heard what she said,” says he, “but I fear me that worse even than witchcraft ails her. There are things said about her,” says he, “that I can’t bear to hear; so if I am to be her husband,” says he, “I must know what ails her, or else I must break with her.”


Then Dame Graves began crying, and says she, “Don’t you be hard with us, Abijah Butler; nothing ails the girl, only that she walks in her sleep, and dreams she is awake.”


Abijah Butler says, “Where is Miriam now?”


At that Dame Graves flung her apron over her head, and cried out: “God knows where she is! She ran away half an hour ago!”


After that nobody spoke for a little while; then Abijah Butler says, “Where is Deacon Graves?” And Dame Graves said, “He went to town with a load of potatoes; he’ll be back by now, or in a little while.”


Abijah Butler says, “Well, I’ll wait for him.”


Then up spoke old Patrick Duncan. “Best not wait till the night comes down,” said he, “for the wolf will be out tonight.”


Abijah Butler laughed, and he turned back his overcoat and showed that he had his axe hanging at his belt. He clapped his hand to the shining head of his axe, and, says he: “How now! Need I be afraid?”


Just then Patrick Duncan said of a sudden: “Yonder comes the sledge! Now you can talk to Deacon Graves himself.” Then in a moment he cries out: “How is this! The sledge is empty and the horse is running away!”


Thereafter, in a moment or two, the horse came running through the gate with the sledge behind it, and the sledge was empty and swung from this side to that. Thus the horse ran past the house with the empty sledge behind it, and so down to the barn. Abijah Butler and Patrick Duncan ran out of the house and down to the barnyard, and there they found the horse and the empty sledge. And the horse was all of a lather of sweat, and its eyes were starting, and it was trembling in every hair.


“God save us! The wolf!” cries Patrick Duncan. “Here is a bad business! Jump in quick, or we may be too late!”


So they both jumped into the sledge, and Patrick Duncan turned the horse about and drove away in a fury. And so they drove furiously down the road and toward the town.


Well, they had gone a little more than half a mile, when, all of a sudden, the horse stopped stock-still with a jerk that near threw them both out of the sledge. The poor creature stood with all four feet planted, and it snorted and snorted. The evening was then falling pretty fast, and Abijah Butler stood up in the sledge and looked. Then he cried out: “God of Mercy! What is that!” Then he cried out again: “God of Mercy! ’Tis Deacon Graves, and the wolf is at him!” With that he leaped out of the sledge into the snow, and even as he jumped he plucked away the axe from his belt.


By now the horse was leaping and plunging as though it had gone mad and would dash both the sledge and itself to pieces, so that Patrick Duncan had all that he could do to hold it in check.


Abijah Butler ran through the snow as fast as he could to where the wolf was worrying the man in the middle of the road, and he yelled with all his might at the wolf as he ran.


The man lay in the snow and the wolf was worrying him this way and that. The man lay still and did not move, and the wolf worried at him as a wicked dog worries at a sheep. And it was so busy at what it was about that it paid no heed to Abijah Butler or to the plunging horse or to anything else.


It did not appear to be afraid and did not flee away, so that Abijah ran to it and caught it by the hair of its back and tried to drag it away from the man. And he yelled out: “Hell-hound! Let go!” and therewith he struck the beast a fearful blow upon the neck with his axe just where the neck joins the shoulder.


With that the wolf instantly let go the man, and whirled about several times in the road, howling and yelling. Then it leaped, yelling, over the wall, and ran away in a great circle across the field beyond. And as it ran, Abijah Butler saw it shake its head now and then, and whenever it shook its head he saw that the blood would sprinkle over the snow. Then in a moment or two it stopped yelling and ran very silently — only every now and then it would shake its head and sprinkle more blood upon the snow. So it ran into the woods, and they could not see it any longer.


They lifted up the Deacon and looked at his hurts, for there was still some light, and by it they could see how much harm he had suffered. He was cut and torn in shoulder and neck, and about the ears and head, but he was in a swoon and not dead, for he wore a fur coat, and the collar of the coat had saved him when the wolf worried at him. Old Patrick Duncan stayed by the wounded man, and Abijah Butler ran across the fields to the Buckners’ farmhouse.


In a little while he came running back with old Simeon Buckner and his two sons. Deacon Graves had not yet come fully out of his swoon, so they lifted him and laid him in the sledge, covering him over with the sheep pelts that were there.


Simeon Buckner and his two sons drove the sledge home very slowly, and Abijah Butler and old Patrick Duncan went on ahead to tell what had happened. Neither said a word to the other, but each looked down at his feet and walked through the snow in silence.





— V —


As they came near the house they saw that there were lights moving about within. As they kicked the snow off of their feet against the doorstep, the door was flung open, and there was Dame Graves standing on the doornail. “Oh, Abijah Butler!” cries she. “Oh, Patrick Duncan! Come in quick, for Miriam has come back home and is sore hurt!”


Abijah Butler and Patrick Duncan looked at each other. They came into the house. Patrick Duncan took the candle from Dame Graves, and they all went into the room where Miriam lay. She lay in bed with a sheet drawn up to her chin, and the sheet was all stained red with blood.


Patrick Duncan came to the bedside, and catched the sheet and pulled at it. Miriam tried to hold it, but he pulled it out of her hands and down over her shoulders. There was a great, terrible, deep wound in the girl’s neck where the neck joins the shoulder, and the bed beneath her was all soaked red with blood.


Patrick Duncan cried out in a loud voice, “Where got you that hurt?” Miriam said nothing, but only covered her face with both hands.


Patrick Duncan cries out in a still louder and more terrible voice, “Where got you that hurt?”


Upon that she began whimpering and whining just as a great dog would do, and she said, “Alas!I know not how I was hurt!”


Then Patrick Duncan cries out, “In God’s name, I bid you tell me how you got that hurt!”


Upon that Miriam screamed out of a sudden very loud, and she cried: “Torment me not and I will tell you all!I walked in my sleep, I walked out into the barn, and I walked on the haymow, and all the while I was asleep. I slipped from the haymow, and I fell on the scythe blade and cut my neck.”


That was what she said, and she had evidence for it; for the next day they found that there was blood in the barn where the scythe hung in the corner under the haymow. But the blood was there because she had put on her shift and petticoat at that place before she went into the house.


•   •   •   •   •


They have not hanged any more witches since they pressed old Giles Corey to death. But God knows how such things as this are to be prevented unless the world is rid of such devil’s crew.


As for Miriam Graves, her wound festered and she catched a burning fever and died of it on the sixth day after she had been hurt, at three o’clock in the afternoon. But Deacon Graves got well of his hurts.


Abijah Butler went to Providence in Rhode Island, where he joined business with his uncle, Justification Butler; and old Patrick Duncan went to Deerfield to drill a militia company, and was shot by an Indian who had hid in a clearing.
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The door of Cassidy’s Palace Saloon at Gros Corbeau slammed violently inward. There was a tumult of snarling and a shriek of icy wind and through the doorway catapulted out of the night a tangle of fur and fangs and legs and gleaming eyes. Two rough tables crashed sidewise from the impact, and dice scattered on the sawdust of the floor.


Victor Descartes leaped to his feet and aimed a shrewd kick among the table legs at the bigger dog. Torkel Knutsson heaved his great bulk out of his chair with an ugly expletive.


“That’s my dog you kick!” he growled.


“Sacré! He is wan beeg devil! Get heem out eef you don’ want heem keel!”


Descartes struggled to hold back his own light-footed wolfish beast, still keen for conflict, while the big, shaggy hybrid circled the bristling outworks of table legs with whimpering eagerness, but with an eye wary for a second kick in the muzzle.


“Fine chance!” sneered Knutsson as the uproar lessened, and someone righted the tables and the dogs were banished. “You let him go that time, my dog kill him. Had him down under already.”


“Bah! Wait, jus’ wait. My dog he get dat beeg devil som’ night, quick, lak a cat. Aprés — you get wan new dog.”


Torkel Knutsson grunted his disbelief as he picked up a pair of dice from the floor, and the two men resumed their seats at the table, one opposite the other.


On Torkel Knutsson’s ninth consecutive throw, one of the dice tumbled onto the spruce floor.


“Four — ,” called Victor Descartes.


There was a swinging of the pendant oil lamp, a scraping aside of the sawdust, and a peering at the shadowed floor.


“And three makes—”


“—Seven, at las’,” concluded Descartes evenly. “Again you lose, Knutsson.”


“What? Not me! No t’row!” Knutsson started up, and one of his great hairy hands grasped the table edge, while the other smote its surface till the gold went jingling.


“You lose, I say.”


“An’ Ay say off th’ board, no t’row!”


“Eet was not so agree’.”


“What of it? My play still an’ I need eight to win, an’ here goes—”


“One leet-tle moment! Voila! So fas’ you go, almos’, al-mos’ we forget wan hour ago on firs’ t’row of two ace’, wan on de floor, I los’ wan hundred jus’ dis same way, an’ you took de hundred. Aha! How close we com’ forget one leet-tle t’ing lak dat! Eh, Torkel?”


“Did Ay? Keep out a hundred, then.”


“Ha, ha! You mak’ such fon, Torkel!”


“Fun! Take your hundred.”


“My hundred? Undoubt’ I misunderstan’! You ask Victor Descartes tak’ back w’at he have los’ fair? But undoubt’ I misunderstan’ — He will explain…. We are not chil’ren. Eh? We play for keep’. Not so?”


“Sure. But off th’ board no t’row, I’m tellin’ you. Sure. So, ain’d lost, an’ you ain’d lost th’ hundred, an’ you take it back — I’d sure forgot — an’ that squares us, so—”


“You welcher,” interrupted Descartes in a cool fury. “Every chance I geeve you to be a man, but you wilt not be it. You have t’row’ seven; so have you los’. But I, I t’ink of wan odder t’ing. You t’row again. You may win anyhow. It may be eight you t’row. But — a t’ousan’ more agains’ your silver claim you t’row seven before de eight!”


During the momentary hush could be heard the excited breathing of the watching group, the faint swish of frozen snow against the windows, the crackle of fire in the huge iron stove, and the moan of the March wind through the gaunt pines outside.


“Ay got no claim, or Ay’d take you up quick,” the Swede cried quickly with the clumsy caution of the bad liar.


“A t’ousan’ more agains’ dat silver claim up Temiskamming way.”


“Ay say Ay got no claim!” maintained the Swede.


“A t’ousan’ more agains’ dat silver claim I say you have got up Temiskamming way on de Minnesegh where de tamarack point’ across water to de dead spruce where de eagle go’,” the relentless monotone continued.


“Damn you! You’re on!”


“You all hear? T’row den!” bade Descartes, and he tossed out a thousand more in green Dominion paper.


The Swede’s right hand had been resting in his coat pocket for a moment, but now it went, palm downward, to the table where the ivory cubes lay together, closed over them, raised them, held them an instant, then with a backward cast sent two dice rolling along the smooth table. His hand went back to his pocket.


A heavy sigh rose around the gaming board. Two fours lay side by side.


Glancing upward with his quiet smile, Victor Descartes suggested to an onlooker, “Now I will trad’ you a cigarette for anodder match.” He had lost two thousand dollars at one sitting. His cigarette was out.


But Torkel Knutsson, bestowing his winnings about his clothes, struggled into his overcoat and, as he turned to go, laughed heavily at Descartes, the vanquished. In his own heart was the joy of a great success, and the blood ran fast and warm within him. He was thrilled with a sense of masculine need.


Alouette, the comely Algonquin, who neither toiled nor spun, was the only girl of Gros Corbeau. And that she might be half averse, having promised herself to Descartes, but added an exquisite zest to the man’s primordial avarice.


That night she fled with Knutsson northward across the snow. He was so big and strong and unafraid! And the shaggy hybrid dog in the harness fled, too, but as though half in fear of a Thing-behind. Once it even stopped in its tracks and swerved about with bared fangs ready to face the Thing-behind, but only the sled and its harmless soft burden slid forward upon him, and no sound betokened a pursuer.


Reassured by the sting of Torkel Knutsson’s whip, the brute went on again. And when at last the Thing-behind did detach itself from the surrounding darkness, it was with such precision as is the result of a perfect economy of effort. It came out of the night from the left, slashed at a vein in passing, leaped and slashed again, and was gone back into the darkness. The dog in harness had been given no chance to attack, to use the advantage of his weight and strength. The thing happened too suddenly. For a while the trail behind him was stained by his spurting blood, and then the trail ended where he lay. The girl laughed. Knutsson put the harness to his own shoulder. The sled went on.


And the next morning, a dog was gone from Gros Corbeau, but it was not the wolf dog of Victor Descartes.


That day also, Father Regan rode back to St. Anne’s. For to Gros Corbeau the priest of St. Anne’s is called only at birth, or at death, or at times by those who, like Descartes, are fastidious in such affairs, to unite in marriage. And it had so chanced that morning, when he and Descartes had come through the trail-obliterating falling snow to the cabin of Alouette, that Alouette, sole maid of Gros Corbeau, was flown where no man knew, though all men knew with whom. So, as there had been nor birth nor death, why should the priest of St. Anne’s still tarry at the shrine of Cassidy’s saloon?


He bade his long-time friend, Descartes, the gambler, goodbye. “So long. Victor! Better luck next time. Perhaps — that was not all bad. Who knows? Eh?”


“Le bon Dieu — perhap’ — Lak a maple leaf — a maple 
leaf in autumn — an’ the lee-tle won’s come, an’ the maple leaf glow’ an’ blush’ that th’ lee-tle won’s fin’ her beautiful—”


“Alouette? And along comes some other blustering big wind to tear her away — and where’s your maple leaf, then?”


“Well, dat is not onriz’nable, no. But de big win’ may grow afraid, an’ the pretty leaf grow sear an’ die, but al-way’ shall be de leet-tle light win’ lef’ to w’isper an’ laugh — an’ laugh.”


Victor Descartes re-entered the saloon and, sitting alone, reached for the dice that had ended the game of the night before, and softly, idly shook and cast and caught again, while, with eyes half alight, he thought of another thing. Gently fingering the little well-worn cubes, he turned them end on end, watching their faces form consecutively higher combinations. Only, when he had passed the one and five, two and four, three and three that make the six, he leaned over curiously, and deftly matched them over again.


“Maybe you can t’row seven wit dese den, Meestaire Cassidy?” And Descartes, approaching, gave the fixed dice a fling that sent them rattling the length of the glittering bar. “I will be please’ to be show’ how.”


When repeated attempts on the part of those who lined the place failed to show any combination of dots on the twelve faces of the two cubes that resulted in a total of seven, Cassidy stared over at Descartes with troubled eyes.


“Victor, if I’d a know’d that Knutsson was playin’ you crooked—!”


“Bâ oui, he did trick me. Me! An’ eet was so ver’ clumsy! But while I t’ought of — anodder t’ing, he chang’ de dice. But com’ som’ day, I play wit heem again. Dis tam de stake’ will be ver’ beeg. An’ dis tam I win.”


“But they say — when he went — he took along with him — mind ye, it’s only what I’m hearin’; mebbe she — mebbe it ain’t—”


“Yes! But eet is true w’at dey say, an’ de man will die for eet. He will be fright’ to deat’.”


“Scared? Yah! That Knutsson now, he would fight a bear with just his own big hands, an’ he might kill the bear, just that way, an’ laugh.”


“An’ yet I say he will be fright’ to deat’.” There was a glimpse of white teeth as Descartes moistened his lips. “Have you hear’ of le loup-garou?”


“Loup-garou — what’s that?”


“Le loup-garou, he is le loup-garou,” explained Victor Descartes.


•   •   •   •   •



Came to the Canadian woods at last the laughter of belated spring, came again the rush of unlocked waters, came again the plash of paddles to the ancient waterways, while down their fretted courses churned the winter’s cut of spruce.


Came the gracious summer; but to the cabin of Alouette came but empty memories, and her father Kewanah, the Algonquin, was poor as he had never been before, and lizard-like, he slept daylong in the sun beside his cabin wall.


Came many months till nine had passed since that March day when Victor Descartes had played at dice with Torkel Knutsson, and now within a one-roomed cabin up Temiskamming way, an Algonquin girl, heavy with child, crooned dreamily to herself, in savage plaintive minors, an ancient lullaby of her race, the while each flicker from the open fire by which she cooked cast its gleam athwart the bronze of her comely features.


And outside the little shack in the cold twilight, Torkel Knutsson with his breath frozen in his square red beard, chopped at a fallen tamarack that lay in the December snow. Mingled with the rhythmic sound of the biting steel was the grunt of the man’s exhaled breath as each stroke went deeper in the tamarack trunk. Once he caught his breath sharply. For a moment he leaned quietly on the ax handle, but he did not turn. He only listened. Behind him he knew was the frozen river, beyond it another little range of rocky hills, tree-fringed, and, ever beyond, an interminable stretch of more hills and pools and forest and little rivers, all ice-bound, snow-strewn, lonely and desolate.


The man leaned his ax against his leg and slowly fumbled with heavily mittened hands at the flap of his cap till the ear covering was turned up. He was listening now, listening with curious wondering, grim intentness, holding his breath for long intervals, or letting it out with labored silence. There was no sound. Only the eagle came down through the thickening air and swung to its accustomed eyrie. Only a dusky snowflake sifted down from a mournful sky, with others slowly following it in monotone of thickening gray. There was little wind, but the cold was piercing. Reassured at last, the man again drew down his ear covering. Yet in that moment, without accent or pause, like the sifting snow that fell from upper space, came again the certainty of a voice, though he knew no sound.


“Torkel — Knutsson — you — fear — the — Thing — behind — you!”


The big man contemptuously, slowly, scanned the encircling, narrowing horizon. When his eye rested again upon the eyrie across the frozen river, the eagle still perched there unalarmed.


Gathering up his firewood and the ax, the man returned to the cabin. When he had let fall behind him the bar across the door, the girl flashed at him a quick look of questioning.


He answered carelessly, “Ay t’ought Ay heard — somet’ing.”


“Wolf?”


He shook his head.


“Man?”


He hesitated an instant, and shook his head again.


“Le loup-garou?”


“‘Le loup-garou’ — what is that?”


“Le loup-garou — mebbe so you call heem, sometime wolf — sometime man — sometime wolf?”


“Maybe — so,” assented the man. He voiced at last her thought. “The werewolf!”


The girl was on the verge of dreams before she heard again the voice of the man.


“‘I am not afraid!’” she mimicked him in drowsy wonder. “Mais non. Who says it? You are the bravest man in seven province’; brave and very strong,” the voice trailed off.


Next day within the cabin the leaping fire and the stealthy cold struggled for mastery. The girl brooded in patient silence, or crooned her ancient lullaby above the simple tasks of day. The man worked at the snowshoes that must bear him out in quest of food before all food was gone. Outside the cabin the snow piled up in deepening drifts.


In the wan afterpart of this second day the Swede struggled out to chop more fuel. He scraped away the fallen snow from the prostrate tamarack and hewed his wood. He gathered the wood in his arms and carried it to the hut. Then he returned for his ax, and, leaning on its handle, listened somberly. Faint, yet penetrating, there seemed to come again, through the all-enshrouding dust of falling snow, that sinister call, “Torkel — Knutsson — you — fear — the — Thing — behind — you!” Yet he knew there was no sound.


“I am not afraid!” he said to himself that night as by the leaping light of the rushing tamarack he wrought late over his snowshoes.


The girl stirred in her place.


“Now twice have I heard you say that,” she protested sleepily in her native tongue, “and twice a man may say that, and say truth, but the third time — he lies.”


By day the fall of snow had stopped, but the cold had increased. The eagle had forsaken his eyrie and had winged his way toward his Southern haunts. The weaker things of the forest had cowered in their coverts, and death still sought them there.


A mile from his shack Torkel Knutsson made his way, and then with the cabin as a center, he moved in a wavering circle around it, scanning the snow for a sign.


When the circle was complete he had found no man-made trail, but he stopped and listened. From far away, faintly voicing the world-old hunger-grief of the wild, came slurring across the frigid waste the avid howl of an unseen wolf.


The man cuddled his rifle beneath his cold-numbed arm and moved in toward the cabin some hundred yards, and then stolidly trudged again in a circle from right to left. When the end of day drew near he had traced the line of a spiral that had its base a mile away, and that ended at the snow-banked cabin. The area he had traversed had been untracked and silent save for the weird wolf voicing; desolate and lifeless.


That night, as the man stooped to lift his firewood, a shudder of a dread without a name seized him and the cold of it smote home to his heart. To his ears came again the avid howl of hunger-grief, and then with all the wistful savagery of the wolf tone, there followed:


“Torkel — Knutsson — you — fear — the — Thing — behind — you!”


But the wolf howl was a sound, menacing yet real, while this—


As he whirled involuntarily to peer behind him, there gathered in the man’s face the look of one who tries to shriek out words, but is made dumb by horror.


At night the girl slept, though at times a gust of coughing shook her savagely. For an hour, the man crouched, staring at the crumbling embers, and then wearily arose, and leaned against the cabin side, gazing strangely down at the girl who slept. He mittened his hands and drew his cap down within his upturned collar, and reaching for the rifle, he stepped outside his door, stopped a moment to close it tight, and moved o? toward where a baby pine on the hillside near the frozen waterway cast its shadow in the dim starshine over the pallid snow. The deep hole his pick had torn in the wonderfully rich silver-bearing rock was near at hand, snow filled.


At the edge of the hole he crouched on his haunches, leaning against the baby pine, with the rifle lying across his knees, and his right hand buried in his breast to keep the trigger finger warm and supple. In the rifle was a cartridge he had tipped with a silver ball. For his need no other might avail.


“I am not afraid!” he whispered to his soul, but even as he told the brave lie, the baby pine shuddered profoundly from its roots, so that the snow was loosed from one of its branches and fell upon the man’s arm like a death-white hand, and in that instant something sucked the blood from beneath his cheeks and around his spine, and spewed it out again upon his heart, all cold. It was fear, exquisite, perfect, and fore-ordained.


And it chanced that a gaunt and monstrous wolf followed his scent up the wind across the starlit snow and came upon him very quietly in this moment of inertia.


Two days thereafter the blue smoke rose from the snow-banked cabin. But on the third no smoke arose. And at the third day’s ending, Victor Descartes, limping slightly, approached the cabin from its unwindowed side, shoved back the unbarred door, and stepped quickly inside.


Gloom oppressed his eyes. The fire was dead. No stir of life was evident. The bunk of Torkel Knutsson was empty, and its blankets gone. Stools and table had gone for fuel. And the place was cold.


To the left of the empty bunk, the empty fireplace. About it, the cooking pots, empty of food and eloquent of famine. To the left of the fireplace, a second sleeping place. Muffled in many blankets something lay there but did not move.


Descartes advanced to the recumbent form and jerked the covering down from its hidden features. Alouette lay face to wall, scarce breathing, in that cold sluggishness that is the beginning of the end of life. A single blanket lay across her now, but many skins and blankets were enwrapped about a thing that lay within the shelter of her updrawn knees, tenderly enfolding arms, and offering breasts.


For the soul that had gone to its northland gods the gods had given a soul.


This elemental bargaining of earth-born love with infinite avarice, the man, irresolute, watched in silence. To Victor Descartes, what should be the love of yesteryear, or the brood of another man, or the life of a girl who could forget? Each had been given its chance to live, and here in the cold was each one dying. Bien! ’Twas fate. He could not interfere. But while he stood, the woman turned and saw, and in her eyes was born a great wonder, and then she breathed a long, shivering sigh.


“Always I knew that you must come!”


Shielding with her arm her eyes, she turned from him, and gathering her child to her swollen breast, lay silent beneath the furs.


And the man, unmoved, impassive, stood beside her place, staring down at the crumbled, fireless ash near his feet.


“Victor!”


His glance flashed somberly up at the tense challenge of her voice. She had drawn herself to a sitting posture, with head thrown back and black hair falling about her bared, smooth shoulders, and in her outstretched hands she held the tiny thing of life, that she had whelped in utter loneliness. Upon its back, and just behind the heart, was a dull red birthmark. This mark bore a curious likeness to a running wolf.


“Victor!”


“I see. Eet is a child.”


“Victor!”


The word had risen to a penitent, passionate wail of entreaty, of vain entreaty that just one little feeble life might yet endure, and the word broke suddenly in a great gust of coughing — and it was the last word.


“Two,” counted Descartes, in a level, uninterested voice. “The big win’ grew afraid, an’ the pretty leaf grew sear an’ died.”


Without bitterness and without compassion he leaned to draw the covering up over the quiet face.


“What, little brat! Still here?”


The child’s tiny soft hand groped uncertainly into his, and touching an ungloved finger closed instinctively about it with curious tenacity.


“Whelp of a wanton, an’ son of a t’ief!” He caught the unwhimpering infant in his two hands, swung it on high — and brought it slowly, wonderingly, down to the level of his lips, enthralled by the world-old charm of so new a thing: and in the end he gently kissed the satiny little helpless hands that reached confidingly for him without affright.


“T’ief an’ wanton, thou’s stole’ my heart!” protested Victor Descartes. And he turned to the woman.
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The winter of 18__ was one of the severest within memory in all the Eastern Countries of Europe, and I could hardly have chosen a worse time in which to make my first visit to the wilds of central Russia.


Yet the time was not altogether of my own choosing. I had met Baron Mersky some two years previously in Paris, and a somewhat close and extended business intercourse had ripened into a warm friendship, which existed for many years, until his death.


During the early summer he had stayed for some weeks at my villa in Sussex, and I had enjoyed his society very considerably. So I was not at all inclined to find excuses when he begged me to spend Christmas and a few weeks in the New Year at his ancestral home, about 150 miles from Moscow.


He had regaled me with many interesting stories of the local peasantry, and also of the traditions of his family, and of their old mansion, which resembled a castle, and was strongly built with an eye to defense, if necessary.


On the whole I looked forward to my visit with decided pleasure, despite the fact that I knew the Russian winters to be very severe.


My friend, the Baron, had arranged to meet me at the frontier, and though we might have taken a train for part of the remaining journey, I had expressed a wish that we should rather proceed by sleigh, a mode of locomotion which appealed strongly to my imagination, though I had never till then experienced it.


As a matter of fact, however, he came over the frontier, and met me at Insterburg, in East Prussia, whence we took train to Kovno, where his sleigh was awaiting us.


But on arriving at Kovno, we found an unpleasant piece of news which upset my friend’s calculations.


He had left the sleigh in charge of his driver, a man who had been in his employ for many years, and during his absence the man had been taken seriously ill. It would be quite a month, the doctor told us, before he could possibly leave his bed.


We did not want to wait there a month, so there was nothing for it but to procure another driver, and arrange for the man’s care and comfort till he was able to return.


But despite all my friend’s efforts, a week passed, and he had failed to find anyone to take the sick man’s place. The Baron was much astonished, for as a rule such men could be procured without difficulty, in return for a decent wage.


At length an applicant for the post turned up, and I was with the Baron when he interviewed him.


There are some men whose features, once seen, can never be entirely effaced from the mind. And Ivan Ivanovitch was one of them.


Tall and military in appearance, his head was covered with a mass of dark, shaggy hair, and his thick beard matched it. But it was the eyes of the man that drew and held my attention


I did not like them, but I told myself that it was but my English prejudice, and that to a Russian they might seem quite an admirable feature. They were small and beady, and had a piercing intensity, which sent an involuntary shudder through me as they met mine.


The Baron himself did not seem over-pleased with the man, and he admitted to me afterwards that he had felt the same repugnance to him at that interview that I had done. But we were in a difficulty, and time was slipping by, so in the end a bargain was struck, and Ivan undertook to drive us to our destination. And the following morning we set out.


We did not intend to make undue haste. When there was anything to see, we meant to see it, even at the cost of a little time, and it was part of the program that we should go out of our track to visit several important towns that lay in the vicinity.


I must say that my first experience of sleighing was a distinctly enjoyable one. Warmly wrapped, and surrounded with thick rugs, the keen, dry air did not cause us any inconvenience. And the Baron was as usual a very jolly and entertaining companion. So the time passed quickly and pleasantly, and the first few days had slipped by almost without notice.


I think it was about the sixth day out from Kovno, and we had stopped for the night at a snug little inn in a small town, of which I forget the name.


The Baron and I were alone in our room, and I noticed that my friend looked rather ill at ease, which was unusual for him. I asked the reason, and for some time he would not reply. Then he spoke up, as with a sudden determination to tell what was in his mind, and chance the result.


I will give the gist of his remarks briefly, for it is not necessary to trouble the reader with words and phrases which have no meaning save to a Russian.


He asked me first if I had ever heard of a Wolf-man, or, as some would say, a Were-wolf. I laughed, and said I had certainly heard of such mythical creatures, but had never had the pleasure of seeing one, and that if he knew of any, I should be glad to make their acquaintance.


“I don’t think that is a very wise remark, George Ingleby,” he said, sternly. “Whether such things be or not, there may be many marvels in the kingdom of nature, of which both you and I are utterly ignorant.”


I felt rebuked, and hastened to apologize, saying that I had always regarded were-wolves, and vampires, and such fantastic creatures as the creation of over-credulous and superstitious imaginations.


“I cannot blame you for that opinion,” said the Baron, “though, for my own part, I do not share it. Yet I admit that I cannot give you any direct evidence of the existence of such monstrosities. I only know that in these parts the majority of the people do believe in them, and at times one hears clear and circumstantial stories of their doings.”


“However,” he continued, after a pause. “What I want to say is this. I do not like this man Ivan. I have not liked him from the first, but we seemed to have but little choice, and I had to take him or wait indefinitely. But as we have come along, I have noticed that many of the simple peasantry have shrunk from him as he came in sight, and on at least three occasions I have heard words mentioned which, in the dialect of the poorer classes, are used to refer to the wolf-men. Have you noticed the man’s eyes?”


I explained that I had noticed them from the time of our first meeting, and told of the impression they had made on me.


“They are certainly not the eyes of an ordinary man,” said my friend. “At least I have never seen any like them before, and I have had a fairly extensive experience of men, in all countries. Even when he is not looking directly at me, they seem to shift round suddenly and uneasily, so that he can see out of the corners of them. But when he looks me straight in the face, they take on a hungry, ravenous look, that is simply terrible.”


“Then, do you really think that he is one of those strange, and to me, unaccountable creatures?” I ventured to ask.


“I cannot say what I think,” said the Baron. “But I think the case is sufficiently open to doubt for us to be well advised to be on our guard.”


“What do you suggest, then?”


“I suggest that you carry your revolvers in your belt, as I have mine, ready loaded, to begin with. Of course, we may need them in other ways, for the wildest part of our journey is yet to come, and the wolves are out in the plains we have to cross, and in the forests we shall have to skirt. And we may need both guns and revolvers if they get on our track. But it would be precisely at such a moment that we should have to most closely watch Ivan, if my suspicions are correct.”


“Yes, I can well understand that,” I replied; “though, of course, I am not exactly prepared to believe in any such possibility.”


“Quite so. But will you oblige me by keeping your eyes open, and watching his movements as closely as you can, without rousing his suspicions? That is all I ask, and you may depend that I shall watch, too. One never knows.”


To this proposal I readily agreed, and we drifted off into other topics, till we retired for the night.


Two days after our conversation it was brought back forcibly forcibly to my memory. I had kept a keen eye on Ivan Ivanovitch, but had seen nothing worth noticing in his actions. I had noticed, however, that what my friend had said about the ignorant peasantry was quite correct, and that not a few of the simple folk hurried away with terror on their faces as the man came in sight. He seemed not to notice it himself, save once, when I saw him turn away with a decided leer.


We were crossing a particularly wild stretch of country, deeply covered in frozen snow, over which the sleigh ran swiftly and steadily. How any man could find his way across such barren country without a compass, is more than I can say, for there seemed nothing to guide the driver. Yet he did not hesitate, but went ever straight ahead, and we knew he was not at fault.


Away over on our left stretched the border of a large forest, the snow-covered trees making a big, grayish blotch on the otherwise bare landscape. Suddenly, from a quarter we could not at first locate with any certainty, came a faint, distant sound — something like the wailing of the wind, as one hears it at night among the telegraph wires.


“Wolves,” said the Baron; and I felt his hand drop to his side where his revolvers were ready for instant use.


Instinctively I looked at our driver as the memory of our talk in the inn flashed upon me.


He, too, had noticed the sound, and had evidently known its meaning. He looked round sharply in the direction of the forest. Then he flicked his whip at the horses, and burst out into a loud and most unearthly laugh, which ended in a sound that exactly resembled the howl of a wolf!


I shuddered, and my friend drew out one of his revolvers and held it in his lap.


But, as if to cover the effect of his laugh, Ivan went on to shout in his native dialect, which I could only with difficulty follow.


“Ha! Ha! Ha! Wolves! They are after us! Let them come. Ha, ha! They have made a mistake this time — with such horses we shall tire them out. Bah! They are but wolf-pups!”


And slashing out with his whip, he urged the horses forward, and they responded readily, for they too had caught the dreaded sound.


“We’ll have the guns ready,” said the Baron, in a loud voice; adding softly, in English, “Keep your revolver cocked, and watch him.”


I needed no such admonition after having heard that weird laugh. I felt that anything might follow it! Again that distant sound rang out over the frozen snow, and once more Ivan gave vent to the same demoniacal laugh, as he whipped up the flying horses.


I glanced round the horizon, but could see nothing.


“They are right behind us, on the left,” said the Baron.


Again I looked, and this time I could see a faint, grayish line moving over the white surface of the steppes.


The chase had now begun in dead earnest. We seemed to be traveling at lightning speed, and I felt that no horses could long stand the strain. Yet nearer and nearer crept that gray line, till at last we could distinguish the outlines of the individual wolves.


We waited, glancing behind from time to time, but not both at once. By signals we kept strict guard in turn over our suspected man. Presently the Baron asked me, in English, to watch, and then added, in Russian:


“I think I’ll try a shot at that fellow in front.”


A moment later the shot rang out, and I fancy I must have, for an instant, looked round to see if it had told. At any rate I was quite clear as to what happened next.


It seemed to me as if our driver suddenly fell or sprang back from his seat into the body of the sleigh, and lighted fairly on the Baron at my side. There was a brief but fierce struggle, and then, before I could collect my thoughts, a heavy body fell over the back of the car, right in the track of the oncoming wolves!


One glance at my side assured me that it was not the Baron who had gone. He sprang to his feet with a curse, and climbed over into the seat which the driver had vacated.


Seizing the reins, he urged the horses forward with whip and voice, while I looked behind.


The wolves had suddenly stopped, circling round a spot on the frozen ground. Then, with much fierce howling, they seemed to scatter on either side, as if in fright.


A moment more and they were once more in full chase, but this time I noticed that a very large, gray wolf, of unusual size and ferocity, was running in advance of the pack.


They gained on us rapidly, and soon I could see the fangs of the great creature who was leading, and then 1 caught sight of his bright, beady eyes, fixed on mine as he ran.


I may be put down as a madman, or it may be said that my terror robbed me for the moment of my proper senses, but as I looked into the creature’s eyes, I knew that they were the eyes of Ivan Ivanovitch!


“Can you see him, George?” called the Baron from his seat.


“Yes. Heaven help us, Mersky, you are quite right!” I replied.


“Heaven will help us if we help ourselves,” he shouted. “Why don’t you fire, man?”


In my horror and amazement, I had quite forgotten that the duty of handling the guns now rested mainly on myself. The Baron would need all his energies to control and guide the frightened horses, a task which I, an entire stranger, could not have undertaken. Taking careful aim, I fired at the leading wolf, feeling all the time as if I were half a murderer, for I knew it to be the other form of what had appeared to be a man!


I missed! I suppose my nerves were too unstrung, for I am not a bad marksman as a rule. But my bullet took effect on another member of the pack, and it fell to the ground. Instantly half the pack gathered round their fallen comrade, and I could only surmise the scene that followed.


The sleigh swerved, and we turned round a sharp bend by the trees. I looked ahead, and saw the light of the town, towards which we were speeding, shine out in the growing darkness.


“Fire again,” shouted the Baron; “don’t let that thing escape whatever you do.”


I did as directed, and this time with better aim.


The great gray beast rolled over and over, carried forward by the impetus that was on it. Then the pack crowded round it.


Before they could re-form to follow us, we had reached the outskirts of the town, and were safe.


•   •   •   •   •


On the following morning we went a little way back on our tracks with some friends.


At the corner of the woods, where I fired my second shot, we found a heap of bones.


And the local medico, who was with us, declared they were the bones of a full grown man!
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Like a gray shadow lurking in the light,


He ventures forth along the edge of night;


With silent foot he scouts the coulie’s rim


And scents the carrion awaiting him.


His savage eyeballs lurid with a flare


Seen but in unfed beasts which leave their lair


To wrangle with their fellows for a meal


Of bones ill-covered. Sets he forth to steal,


To search and snarl and forage hungrily;


A worthless prairie vagabond is he.


Luckless the settler’s heifer which astray


Falls to his fangs and violence a prey;


Useless her blatant calling when his teeth


Are fast upon her quivering flank–beneath


His fell voracity she falls and dies


With inarticulate and piteous cries,


Unheard, unheeded in the barren waste,


To be devoured with savage greed and haste.


Up the horizon once again he prowls


And far across its desolation howls;


Sneaking and satisfied, his lair he gains


And leaves her bones to bleach upon the plains.
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Into the snow-locked forests of Upper Hungary steal wolves in winter; but there is a footfall worse than theirs to knock upon the heart of the lonely traveler.


One December evening Elspet, the young, newly wedded wife of the woodman Stefan, came hurrying over the lower slopes of the White Mountains from the town where she had been all day marketing. She carried a basket with provisions on her arm; her plump cheeks were like a couple of cold apples; her breath spoke short, but more from nervousness than exhaustion. It was nearing dusk, and she was glad to see the little lonely church in the hollow below, the hub, as it were, of many radiating paths through the trees, one of which was the road to her own warm cottage yet a half-mile away.


She paused a moment at the foot of the slope, undecided about entering the little chill, silent building and making her plea for protection to the great battered stone image of Our Lady of Succor which stood within by the confessional box; but the stillness and the growing darkness decided her, and she went on. A spark of fire glowing through the presbytery window seemed to repel rather than attract her, and she was glad when the convolutions of the path hid it from her sight. Being new to the district, she had seen very little of Father Ruhl as yet, and somehow the penetrating knowledge and burning eyes of the pastor made her feel uncomfortable.


The soft drift, the lane of tall, motionless pines, stretched on in a quiet like death. Somewhere the sun, like a dead fire, had fallen into opalescent embers faintly luminous: they were enough only to touch the shadows with a ghastlier pallor. It was so still that the light crunch in the snow of the girl’s own footfalls trod on her heart like a desecration.


Suddenly there was something near her that had not been before. It had come like a shadow, without more sound or warning. It was here – there – behind her. She turned, in mortal panic, and saw a wolf. With a strangled cry and trembling limbs she strove to hurry on her way; and always she knew, though there was no whisper of pursuit, that the gliding shadow followed in her wake. Desperate in her terror, she stopped once more and faced it.


A wolf! – was it a wolf? O who could doubt it! Yet the wild expression in those famished eyes, so lost, so pitiful, so mingled of insatiable hunger and human need! Condemned, for its unspeakable sins, to take this form with sunset, and so howl and snuffle about the doors of men until the blessed day released it. A werewolf – not a wolf.


That terrific realization of the truth smote the girl as with a knife out of darkness: for an instant she came near fainting. And then a low moan broke into her heart and flooded it with pity. So lost, so infinitely hopeless. And so pitiful – yes, in spite of all, so pitiful. It had sinned, beyond any sinning that her innocence knew or her experience could gauge; but she was a woman, very blest, very happy, in her store of comforts and her surety of love. She knew that it was forbidden to succor these damned and nameless outcasts, to help or sympathies with them in any way. But — 


There was good store of meat in her basket, and who need ever know or tell? With shaking hands she found and threw a sop to the desolate brute – then, turning, sped upon her way.


But at home her secret sin stood up before her, and, interposing between her husband and herself, threw its shadow upon both their faces. What had she dared – what done? By her own act forfeited her birthright of innocence; by her own act placed herself in the power of the evil to which she had ministered. All that night she lay in shame and horror, and all the next day, until Stefan had come about his dinner and gone again, she moved in a dumb agony. Then, driven unendurably by the memory of his troubled, bewildered face, as twilight threatened she put on her cloak and went down to the little church in the hollow to confess her sin.


“Mother, forgive, and save me,” she whispered, as she passed the statue.


After ringing the bell for the confessor, she had not knelt long at the confessional box in the dim chapel, cold and empty as a waiting vault, when the chancel rail clicked, and the footsteps of Father Ruhl were heard rustling over the stones. He came, he took his seat behind the grating; and, with many sighs and falterings, Elspet avowed her guilt. And as, with bowed head, she ended, a strange sound answered her – it was like a little laugh, and yet not so much like a laugh as a snarl. With a shock as of death she raised her face. It was Father Ruhl who sat there – and yet it was not Father Ruhl. In that time of twilight his face was already changing, narrowing, becoming wolfish – the eyes rounded and the jaw slavered. She gasped, and shrunk back; and at that, barking and snapping at the grating, with a wicked look he dropped – and she heard him coming. Sheer horror lent her wings. With a scream she sprang to her feet and fled. Her cloak caught in something – there was a wrench and crash and, like a flood, oblivion overswept her.


It was the old deaf and near senile sacristan who found them lying there, the woman unhurt but insensible, the priest crushed out of life by the fall of the ancient statue, long tottering to its collapse. She recovered, for her part: for his, no one knows where he lies buried. But there were dark stories of a baying pack that night, and of an empty, bloodstained pavement when they came to seek for the body.
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Everything grew irksome for Alexandra Ivanovna in the workshop of this out-of-the-way town — the patterns, the clatter of machines, the complaints of the customers; it was the shop in which she had served as apprentice and now for several years as cutter. Everything irritated Alexandra Ivanovna; she quarreled with everyone and abused the innocent apprentice. Among others to suffer from her outbursts of temper was Tanechka, the youngest of the seamstresses, who only lately had been an apprentice. In the beginning Tanechka submitted to her abuse in silence. In the end she revolted, and, addressing herself to her assailant, said, quite calmly and affably, so that everyone laughed:


“Alexandra Ivanovna, you are a downright dog!”


Alexandra Ivanovna felt humiliated.


“You are a dog yourself!” she exclaimed.


Tanechka sat there sewing. She paused now and then from her work and said in a calm, deliberate manner:


“You always whine…. Certainly, you are a dog…. You have a dog’s snout…. And a dog’s ears…. And a wagging tail…. The mistress will soon drive you out of doors, because you are the most detestable of dogs, a poodle.”


Tanechka was a young, plump, rosy-cheeked girl with an innocent, good-natured face, which revealed, however, a trace of cunning. She sat there so demure, barefooted, still dressed in her apprentice clothes; her eyes were clear, and her brows were highly arched on her fine curved white forehead, framed by straight, dark chestnut hair, which in the distance looked black. Tanechka’s voice was clear, even, sweet, insinuating, and if one could have heard its sound only, and not given heed to the words, it would have given the impression that she was paying Alexandra Ivanovna compliments.


The other seamstresses laughed, the apprentices chuckled, they covered their faces with their black aprons and cast side glances at Alexandra Ivanovna. As for Alexandra Ivanovna, she was livid with rage.


“Wretch!” she exclaimed. “I will pull your ears for you! I won’t leave a hair on your head.”


Tanechka replied in a gentle voice:


“The paws are a trifle short…. The poodle bites as well as barks…. It may be necessary to buy a muzzle.”


Alexandra Ivanovna made a movement toward Tanechka. But before Tanechka had time to lay aside her work and get up, the mistress of the establishment, a large, serious-looking woman, entered, rustling her dress.


She said sternly: “Alexandra Ivanovna, what do you mean by making such a fuss?”


Alexandra Ivanovna, much agitated, replied: “Irina Petrovna, I wish you would forbid her to call me a dog!”


Tanechka in her turn complained: “She is always snarling at something or other. Always quibbling at the smallest trifles.”


But the mistress looked at her sternly and said: “Tanechka, I can see through you. Are you sure you didn’t begin? You needn’t think that because you are a seamstress now you are an important person. If it weren’t for your mother’s sake—”


Tanechka grew red, but preserved her innocent and affable manner. She addressed her mistress in a subdued voice: “Forgive me, Irina Petrovna, I will not do it again. But it wasn’t altogether my fault….”


•   •   •   •   •


Alexandra Ivanovna returned home almost ill with rage. Tanechka had guessed her weakness.


“A dog! Well, then I am a dog,” thought Alexandra Ivanovna, “but it is none of her affair! Have I looked to see whether she is a serpent or a fox? It is easy to find one out, but why make a fuss about it? Is a dog worse than any other animal?”


The clear summer night languished and sighed, a soft breeze from the adjacent fields occasionally blew down the peaceful streets. The moon rose clear and full, that very same moon which rose long ago at another place, over the broad desolate steppe, the home of the wild, of those who ran free, and whined in their ancient earthly travail. The very same, as then and in that region.


And now, as then, glowed eyes sick with longing; and her heart, still wild, not forgetting in town the great spaciousness of the steppe felt oppressed; her throat was troubled with a tormenting desire to howl like a wild thing.


She was about to undress, but what was the use? She could not sleep, anyway.


She went into the passage. The warm planks of the floor bent and creaked under her, and small shavings and sand which covered them tickled her feet not unpleasantly.


She went out on the doorstep. There sat the babushka Stepanida, a black figure in her black shawl, gaunt and shriveled. She sat with her head bent, and it seemed as though she were warming herself in the rays of the cold moon.


Alexandra Ivanovna sat down beside her. She kept looking at the old woman sideways. The large curved nose of her companion seemed to her like the beak of an old bird.


“A crow?” Alexandra Ivanovna asked herself.


She smiled, forgetting for the moment her longing and her fears. Shrewd as the eyes of a dog her own lighted up with the joy of her discovery. In the pale green light of the moon the wrinkles of her faded face became altogether invisible, and she seemed once more young and merry and light-hearted, just as she was ten years ago, when the moon had not yet called upon her to bark and bay of nights before the windows of the dark bathhouse.


She moved closer to the old woman, and said affably: “Babushka Stepanida, there is something I have been wanting to ask you.”


The old woman turned to her, her dark face furrowed with wrinkles, and asked in a sharp, oldish voice that sounded like a caw:


“Well, my dear? Go ahead and ask.”


Alexandra Ivanovna gave a repressed laugh; her thin shoulders suddenly trembled from a chill that ran down her spine.


She spoke very quietly: “Babushka Stepanida, it seems to me — tell me is it true? — I don’t know exactly how to put it — but you, babushka, please don’t take offense — it is not from malice that I—”


“Go on, my dear, never fear, say it,” said the old woman.


She looked at Alexandra Ivanovna with glowing, penetrating eyes.


“It seems to me, babushka — please, now, don’t take offense — as though you, babushka were a crow.”


The old woman turned away. She was silent and merely nodded her head. She had the appearance of one who had recalled something. Her head, with its sharply outlined nose, bowed and nodded, and at last it seemed to Alexandra Ivanovna that the old woman was dozing. Dozing, and mumbling something under her nose. Nodding her head and mumbling some old forgotten words — old magic words.


An intense quiet reigned out of doors. It was neither light nor dark, and everything seemed bewitched with the inarticulate mumbling of old forgotten words. Everything languished and seemed lost in apathy. Again a longing oppressed her heart. And it was neither a dream nor an illusion. A thousand perfumes, imperceptible by day, became subtly distinguishable, and they recalled something ancient and primitive, something forgotten in the long ages.


In a barely audible voice the old woman mumbled: “Yes, I am a crow. Only I have no wings. But there are times when I caw, and I caw, and tell of woe. And I am given to forebodings, my dear; each time I have one I simply must caw. People are not particularly anxious to hear me. And when I see a doomed person I have such a strong desire to caw.”


The old woman suddenly made a sweeping movement with her arms, and in a shrill voice cried out twice: “Kar-r, Kar-r!”


Alexandra Ivanovna shuddered, and asked: “Babushka, at whom are you cawing?”


The old woman answered: “At you, my dear — at you.”


It had become too painful to sit with the old woman any longer. Alexandra Ivanovna went to her own room. She sat down before the open window and listened to two voices at the gate.


“It simply won’t stop whining!” said a low and harsh voice.


“And uncle, did you see—?” asked an agreeable young tenor.


Alexandra Ivanovna recognized in this last the voice of the curly-headed, somewhat red, freckled-faced lad who lived in the same court.


A brief and depressing silence followed. Then she heard a hoarse and harsh voice say suddenly: “Yes, I saw. It’s very large — and white. Lies near the bathhouse, and bays at the moon.”


The voice gave her an image of the man, of his shovel-shaped beard, his low, furrowed forehead, his small, piggish eyes, and his spread-out fat legs.


“And why does it bay, uncle?” asked the agreeable voice.


And again the hoarse voice did not reply at once.


“Certainly to no good purpose — and where it came from is more than I can say.”


“Do you think, uncle, it may be a were-wolf?” asked the agreeable voice.


“I should not advise you to investigate,” replied the hoarse voice.


She could not quite understand what these words implied, nor did she wish to think of them. She did not feel inclined to listen further. What was the sound and significance of human words to her?


The moon looked straight into her face, and persistently called her and tormented her. Her heart was restless with a dark longing, and she could not sit still.


Alexandra Ivanovna quickly undressed herself. Naked, all white, she silently stole through the passage; she then opened the outer door — there was no one on the step or outside — and ran quickly across the court and the vegetable garden, and reached the bathhouse. The sharp contact of her body with the cold air and her feet with the cold ground gave her pleasure. But soon her body was warm.


She lay down in the grass, on her stomach. Then, raising herself on her elbows, she lifted her face toward the pale, brooding moon, and gave a long-drawn-out whine.


“Listen, uncle, it is whining,” said the curly-haired lad at the gate.


The agreeable tenor voice trembled perceptibly.


“Whining again, the accursed one,” said the hoarse, harsh voice slowly.


They rose from the bench. The gate latch clicked.


They went silently across the courtyard and the vegetable garden, the two of them. The older man, black-bearded and powerful, walked in front, a gun in his hand. The curly-headed lad followed tremblingly, and looked constantly behind.


Near the bathhouse, in the grass, lay a huge white dog, whining piteously. Its head, black on the crown, was raised to the moon, which pursued its way in the cold sky; its hind legs were strangely thrown backward, while the front ones, firm and straight, pressed hard against the ground.


In the pale green and unreal light of the moon it seemed enormous, so huge a dog was surely never seen on earth. It was thick and fat. The black spot, which began at the head and stretched in uneven strands down the entire spine, seemed like a woman’s loosened hair. No tail was visible, presumably it was turned under. The fur on the body was so short that in the distance the dog seemed wholly naked, and its hide shone dimly in the moonlight, so that altogether it resembled the body of a nude woman, who lay in the grass and bayed at the moon.


The man with the black beard took aim. The curly-haired lad crossed himself and mumbled something.


The discharge of a rifle sounded in the night air. The dog gave a groan, jumped up on its hind legs, became a naked woman, who, her body covered with blood, started to run, all the while groaning, weeping and raising cries of distress.


The black-bearded one and the curly-haired one threw themselves in the grass, and began to moan in wild terror.
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— I —

 BLACK MICHAUD


There were those who said, afterward, that there had been a certain meaning in the manner in which Thomas Michaucl first arrived at Ste. Anne des Monts. Gossips see signs in everything; but however may have been this matter of signs and portents, it cannot be denied that the stars of beautiful Canada never looked upon more terrible things than those that happened in the village. Red death, and black death, and the death that slinks by night, marched out of nowhere, with musty robes swirling and claws hooked for prey. The day of the arrival of Thomas Michaud had been overcast from the beginning, so that no one had seen the sun rise. For heat it was worse than the worst the old men remembered out of many hot summers; and in the valley, where the village lay surrounded by cliffs and mountains and frowning, dark forests, that heat was probably twice as great as upon the plateaus. All day storm-clouds gathered, only to break or go around the valley; all day men and women hoped for cooling rain.


The clustered stone houses, whitewashed or tinted pink or mauve or apple-green, seemed to have lost all their usual freshness — inside they were ovens — and those men who had no pressing business gathered under the overhanging roof of the shop of Antonin Bénoit to wait for the storm. There were M. Georges Pujos, mayor for many years, Father Joseph Paradis, and perhaps a half-dozen others. And, naturally, a clutter of lolling dogs.


When the storm did come, it spread so quickly over the bowl of gray sky roofing the valley that not all those who had prayed for it realized its presence until water came down as though from a leaky dipper. A black knot of clouds untied directly above Ste. Anne des Monts. Tongues of yellow flame licked along the granite edges of the cliffs; solid and familiar house walls quivered and blended in a cataract of sound.


The watching men in front of the shop, half stunned and pressing back against the wall for shelter, saw a huge ball of blinding fire strike down beside an ancient pine and send it teetering with roots stripped naked.


They had no more than time to breathe a prayer after this shock when those whose eyes were able in a measure to penetrate the sheets of falling water saw a shape that seemed like neither man nor beast coming up the long road from the south. The shape resolved itself into a little cart upon which sat a man driving a big and savage-looking chien dompté — a dog trained to harness. Man and beast were muddled and wet, but neither seemed to have been badly used.


A momentary lull in the storm gave a good view of the man as he left his dog and walked toward the shop. He was a lumpy, powerful-looking fellow, with a broad, dark face and with eyebrows forming a straight, black, bushy line above the bridge of his nose. He was dressed in shirt, homespun trousers, and moccasins — such clothes as any man might wear — so there was nothing remarkable in his appearance except that he grinned, with a twist at the corner of his mouth, as he glanced at Father Paradis. Two or three dogs that had remained outdoors rose up growling, with their heads lowered.


In that moment of abatement, the storm had gathered itself for the climax. Before anyone could speak to the stranger a sheet of white light blotted out the world — a sheet of light so near and vivid and terrible, with its instantaneous, ripping burst of thunder, that Alphonse Racine, a half-wit, was stripped of what little sense he had. He leaped into the air at the flash of lightning; and while the rolling jar of thunder still shook Ste. Anne des Monts he ran blindly, hands covering his eyes, to dash his skull against the sharp corner of the stone doorway. Alphonse sank dead at the feet of Father Paradis just as the old priest himself recovered from the shock.


Nor was this all. The chien dompté of the stranger lay singed and lifeless on the spot where he had stood; the cart and harness were in scattered fragments of wood and leather over the width of the street. The man, however, remained unharmed, hands in pockets, and smile still drawing back his lips. He stood like that, looking on indifferently, while they lifted Alphonse Racine and carried him home through rain which had suddenly reduced itself to a drizzle. The clouds broke immediately, curiosity revived, and public interest was almost equally divided between the death of Alphonse and the miraculous escape of the stranger.


He, having shrugged his shoulders at the carcass of his dog, leaned against the wall and appeared to invite the questions naturally put to a newcomer in any village. Now, among those who remained at the shop was Jules Perron, a young man who up to this time, as will be seen later, had been greatly blessed by Heaven. He was not as big as the stranger, by many pounds, but to the eye he seemed much more alive — alive from his smiling eyes and his fair, sun-bleached hair to the ease and rhythm with which he moved. .


Just at this moment his body was braced gracefully backward and his tanned forearm corded with ridges of muscle as he strained to hold back Boule, his chien dompté, and the biggest dog in all the village. Boule’s teeth gleamed white, and a ridge of hair stood up from neck to tail.


“Your dog takes me for a bit of fresh meat,” said the stranger carelessly.


Perron laughed and apologized.


“I don’t know what makes him such a fool today — the little ones pull his ears and ride on his back when he is not at work. Parbleu! It must be the storm.”


“Lay a stake over his head, and perhaps he’ll learn to be polite.”


“Not I! I have had Boule since he was a sprawling pup, and I have never struck him!”


Thereupon the stranger opened his mouth and laughed; and from that time until the end of the strange events that took place in Ste. Anne des Monts, Jules Perron and his dog were of one mind. At the time Jules kept his tongue still; partly from natural good nature and partly because monsieur le maire returned at that moment from the Maison Racine and addressed himself to the man who had come out of the storm.


“Bonjour, monsieur.” he said gravely, as was befitting after a sudden death. “I am sorry for your misfortune — you are traveling north, perhaps?”


“The dog is nothing!” with a shrug. “I was coming to Ste. Anne des Monts to work. I am called Thomas Michaud, and I’ve been working at Lake St. John.”


“You have a trade?” To Perron it seemed that M. Pujos did not like this Michaud. In the place of the mayor the young man would have invited the stranger to go on, or back to Lake St. John; but M. Georges Pujos, while not an old man, was weakened by a malady which doctors had said would sometime cause his death. Moreover, he was not accustomed to the need for exercising firmness.


“What trade do you need here?” asked Michaud. “I see the signs of a baker and a blacksmith.”


“A man who could repair shoes and harness would be of great use, monsieur.”


“Very well,” with a smile. “I am a shoemaker, and I will rent any rooms that are vacant and buy any tools that are for sale. From now on, the feet of Ste. Anne des Monts shall tread differently.”


M. Pujos laughed rather feebly, and he confessed afterward to Perron that he had hoped to get rid of the man, although labor was needed. He did not admit that he lacked the firmness to tell Michaud in the beginning that he was not wanted there.


“1 shall be glad to sell monsieur the necessary tools, such of them as I have,” said Bénoit, who had come outdoors and joined the little group in order to hear what was going on. Michaud promptly followed him into the shop, and those who remained began to discuss the man.


“As black as the storm itself,” grunted old Télesphore Vilas, scratching his nose.


“Black Michaudl” laughed Richard Bordeleau, who was ready to laugh at anything because he had for his wife one of the prettiest girls in the parish and for his first child a mischievous little witch who was a replica of her mother.


At that instant the face of the stranger appeared in the doorway, immediately to disappear after having cast upon the men of the village a look which justified his new name. Undoubtedly he had heard; and the memory of those careless words, spoken with no real intent of malice, now sent a kind of chill through those outside. They wandered away, one by one, each man to his own affairs and each with a little appearance of depression.


It had been a bad day, take it all in all, thought Jules Perron as he went home with Boule. However, an excellent supper prepared by old Mélisse, the woman who did his housework, dispelled both the gloom of Perron and the ill-temper of Boule; and after supper Jules set out through the long twilight for the home of the mayor.


Here it is necessary to explain how Jules Perron had been especially blessed by Heaven. In addition to his good appearance and his friendliness, which created the same feeling in the hearts of others, he had been left an inheritance. He was young enough to enjoy everything and old enough to appreciate that enjoyment. But the great blessing in his life was Mlle. Chloé Pujos, to whom he was betrothed. She was a little flower of the north, dark and delicate and beautiful, with the slender grace of one of the haute noblesse and the virtues of a habitant’s daughter.


Jules knocked at the house of the mayor as a mere polite formality, and opened the door with a light in his eyes and a quicker heartbeat’ at the thought of seeing his betrothed. He knew how she would look up at him from beside the big table where she sewed or read in the evening. Monsieur le maire would smile and call him “my son,” and there would follow two or three hours of perfect happiness.


It was all quite the opposite of that. Mlle. Pujos raised a face that seemed very sober and ill-pleased in the yellow lamplight, and her father said his “ban soir, mon fils” with fingers drumming nervously on the table. Black Michaud, so placed in a comfortable rocking-chair that he could watch all the occupants of the room, no matter where they sat, was the only one who smiled.


Perron stared at him in astonishment; and then remembered that it really was not strange that a new resident should call upon the mayor.


“You’ve left your dog at home, I see,” said Michaud, by way of greeting.


“Yes,” answered Jules shortly. An impulse made him walk across the room with just a hint of a swagger and find a place between his fiancée and Black Michaud.


“That dog will die sometime if his manners do not improve, M. Perron.”


“Not before his time comes through old age,” replied Jules, with the same feeling along his spine that had raised the hair of Boule.


“And do you like the brute, mademoiselle?” demanded Michaud, turning toward Chloe.


“I love him,” she said, almost with defiance, “both because he belongs to M. Perron, to whom I am betrothed, and because he is a faithful dog.”


“Nom de Dieu!” swore Michaud. Then he turned upon mademoiselle such a frank look of unpleasant admiration and desire that Jules half rose from his chair. “Both betrothals and dogs have been broken before this!”


With that insult he strode carelessly out of the house; while Perron sprang to his feet and looked expectantly toward M. Pujos. He would have tried to hurry Thomas Michaud with a kick had not the eyes of the mayor remained cast down and his voice silent. The door slammed.


“That fellow must be sent out of town!” cried Jules. “I would be in favor of telling him tomorrow!”


“He is a beast!” agreed. Mlle. Chloé. “He was here half an hour, with his insulting looks and his sneer, before you came.”


The mayor cleared his throat and looked at the wall, after a quick glance at the face of Jules.


“It is better not to be too hasty, my son,” he said. “M. Michaud is disagreeable and, I think, dangerous. Such men have been known to rob and set fires. Eh bien! He should not be angered — he will go when he finds that no one likes him. I should not be surprised if he were merely in hiding for a time after having had trouble with the law.”


“If he is dangerous, then why not face the danger and get rid of it?” cried Perron. “I will undertake to deal with him myself if you will give me authority!”


“Could you watch the village night and day to see that he did not come back for revenge? Avoid trouble, my son, when you can!”


“Fight it!” growled Jules; but after an argument he had to yield to the greater age and authority of monsieur le maire.


M. Pujos soon left them and went to his room; and the remainder of that evening Perron spent discussing with Chloe the case of Black Thomas Michaud. She was of one mind with Jules as to the quality of M. Michaud, and she was equally emphatic in the belief that her father would do nothing unless some act against the peace and security of the village were committed, when he would be forced to action by popular| demand. The mind of the stranger seemed to have dominated his, enfeebled as it was by long illness. Jules was forced to go home with small comfort and considerable apprehension as to the future.





— II —

 THE FIFOLLET


Within the week that apprehension was fully justified.’ As to his relations with the village Thomas Michaud grew into a mixture of both good and bad repute. He paid cash for everything, a custom rare and much appreciated; on the other hand, he had broken the nose of young Fabien Beaudry with one blow of his fist for referring to him, all in jest, as Black Michaud.


He was a good workman, and reasonable in his charges; yet no one, man or woman, left the little house he had rented in the center of the village without carrying away a touch of gloom. It was as though the man absorbed the natural gaiety of others and left upon them instead the shadow of his own dark brooding.


The cause of this brooding Jules Perron learned all too suddenly; and from the time of the revelation dated the beginning of the greater things that were to come. This revelation took place on a Sunday afternoon — a perfect afternoon, filled with the rustlings of green leaves, and that happy, sleepy quiet which comes after everyone had got home from mass and eaten a good dinner and smoked a pipe or two of tabac Canadian in shirt-sleeves and contentment.


There was a garden in the rear of the maison Pujos, and Jules went there directly in making his Sunday call. He had passed the corner of the house when tense voices and the sight of the three persons in whom he was most interested brought him to a quick halt. That there was trouble seething like a kettle of soupe aux pois in that peaceful garden was confirmed by the first words that came to his ears.


“It is impossible, I tell you!” M. Pujos was speaking with all the authority he could command, although in a voice shaken by a hint of tremor. “My daughter is betrothed to M. Jules Perron, whom you know. There is a contract—”


“And I love him!” cried Chloé, carried out of all thought of deference to her father by her anger. “Do you hear that? Who are you, that you dare to come here and demand that I break my pledged word? You—”


In turn she was interrupted by Michaud. Jules, growing angrier second by second, but restrained by desire to know how far the fellow would go, could see his face. It was wholly self-possessed, with the lips parted in that disagreeable smile which all the village of Ste. Anne des Monts had come to know.


“I am one who gets, usually, what he sets out to get,” said Michaud. “That is who I am. I saw you two months ago, when you were in Lake St. John with your father, and I made up my mind to have you. Et voila! Here I am! I shall have you!”


“Not even if I were never to marry!” exclaimed Chloé, her sudden anger cooling to disgust as she named a fate much dreaded by the young women of the province. Such egotism was not worthy of anger.


Perhaps it was her tone that forced Michaud out of his self-complacency. Certainly something stirred him so that, with one bound, he reached her side and laid hold of her arm. What his purpose may have been was not revealed, for at that instant the fist of Jules Perron hit him behind the ear, and he went reeling across flower-beds to come to a ludicrous stop in a tangle of grape-vine.


He was up instantly, with the longest knife Jules had ever seen gleaming in his hand. Then Perron thanked the chance that had made him absent-mindedly pick up his belt with the hunting-knife attached this Sunday afternoon. He drew it, unheeding the shrill protests of M. Pujos, and moved to a spot where the footing was clear and not too soft.


That fight, however, was not to be. At the cries of the mayor, neighbors came pouring into the garden, and, after the manner of men under such circumstances, a dozen or more felt it necessary to cumber the arms of the fighters. Father Paradis, who had been passing, entered the garden and placed himself facing Thomas Michaud and in front of Perron.


“Put up that knife!” he commanded in a voice aged but strong with the strength of a spirit unbroken and unafraid. Very slowly the knife of Black Michaud sought its sheath, and cautiously the men relaxed their hold upon him.


“Where’s the mayor?” demanded M. Michaud insolently. “Let him stand out there!”


The step of Georges Pujos was little less than faltering as he moved past those who were guarding Jules and placed himself beside Father Paradis.


“Now!” cried Black Thomas. “You can answer here before everybody so that they will know whom to blame later on! Will you let me have the girl to marry — with a priest and ring and book? Or will you give her to that other there, who has to keep a dog as big as a panther to guard him?”


At the insult Jules heaved against the grip of his captors, but there were too many of them. He swore softly and with a degree of ability he had not known himself to possess, while everyone, even Father Paradis, waited for the answer. It came in the wail of a man pulled one way by fear and another by honesty.


“I cannot! I tell you there is a contract, and that my word is passed! You are mad — you cannot do the things you threaten — the law—”


“Bah!” snapped Michaud. “Thou doddering old fool—”


“Stop!” thundered the priest. “Scoundrel! Your presence is no longer welcome here — go before tomorrow, and be thankful that you are not punished any worse!”


“I care as much for a priest as I do for a louse!” Black Thomas put his hands on his hips and stared Father Paradis in the face. “I have had both on my back before this! I do not leave without the girl; remember that well!”


Now, had anyone else shouted this defiance of Father Joseph Paradis, most of those present — and the number grew moment by moment — would have expected to see the sinner withered or struck dumb on the spot.


In this instance, on the contrary, not only did nothing happen to Michaud, but there was no patent astonishment at his immunity, no rush to overwhelm him with blows, no cries of horror at the sacrilege. Only murmurs here and there, the purport of which Jules could not understand. He saw the old man turn and look into the faces of the little flock with amazement no less than his own.


“My children,” he began in a voice strong, despite the bitterness of his disappointment, “my children—”


“Pardon, man pére!” spoke up a certain Mathilde Roberge, whose tongue had ever been hung at both ends. “Do you know that the dog of Cécille Senecal, who lives three houses from M. Michaud, bit him on the leg last Friday? And that the dog was found dead yesterday morning?”


“That is true,” agreed Télesphore Vilas. “I saw the dog after it was dead, and I buried it for Mme. Roberge!”


“Poison, of course!” cried Father Paradis, his eyes now flashing fire. “What is this that has come to my children?”


“That’s not all,” stubbornly persisted Vilas. “I had the misfortune to displease M. Michaud the day he arrived, and I’ll swear by the good St. Anne that I have not felt well since! Even my pipe tastes—”


“Enough! I have heard that you and Richard Bordeleau gave this man his soubriquet when he arrived, and it seems to fit him very well. Because of that you believe in what? Black magic? Witchcraft?”


“Oh, no!” protested half a dozen voices. “Not at all, father; only it is just as well—”


“Be silent!” Father Paradis lifted his hand with the familiar gesture of command which was still able to secure their respect. “How can the good God take care of those who pay homage to the devil?”


With that he turned on his heel, brushed aside the men who still had their hands on Jules, and led him into the maison Pujos with a backward glance which drew Mlle. Chloé and her father. From the windows they watched while the neighbors, left the trampled garden, with Thomas Michaud sauntering last.


Then Father Paradis set himself to talk to Georges Pujos as he had seldom found it necessary to talk to a man before; and all without any really good and permanent effect. The mayor of Ste. Anne des Monts looked at the wall, at the well-scrubbed floor, at the ceiling — anywhere but into the eyes of the priest. He was, as Jules had felt, intimidated by Black Michaud — probably a victim both of his own physical weakness and of the superstition which seemed to be in the very air. Twenty years before the father of Chloé would not have shamed himself thus.


When sunset came, and mademoiselle set about the business of getting supper, Father Paradis at last gave up his task, with a shake of the head at Jules, and went away to his duties. Perron realized then that Chloé, the priest, and himself stood practically alone against Thomas Michaud; and that they alone would have to make the fight against whatever villainy he might concoct.


That evening, when Jules was alone with the girl, he made her promise always to carry a weapon and always to guard herself night and day against the unexpected. He feared it in the form of a sudden attack or abduction — whereas Black Thomas chose to work in another way.


Contrary to all the expectations of Jules Perron, there was quiet in Ste. Anne des Monts for many days. He bought a little revolver for Chloé, and he kept Boule always with him so that there could be no chance of poison for the dog.


This was wise and well, for other dogs of the village which had the misfortune to show in some plain way the general dislike of all dogs for M. Michaud died sooner or later. As there was no tangible evidence of poisoning, Michaud was more feared than hated, and his reputation as a dangerous man maintained itself through the latter weeks of the summer. During this time he remained away from the house of the mayor.


On a warm evening in September, at the end of a day of showers and clouds, Perron entered the store of Antonin Bénoit to make some small purchase on the way to the maison Pujos. On the benches under the overhanging roof many of the men of the village were gathered, as usual, for their evening pipes and gossip.


Thomas was not an infrequent visitor there, where he had much the position of an oracle; speaking only when his words would have telling effect. He held himself aloof just enough to arouse a stir of interest when he did come and to create the belief that he was a being superior to the common need for companionship.


Perron halted in the store door to light his pipe, and saw that Michaud was sitting on a bench, occupying space enough for two men because no one dared to crowd him in the least. There was a little moment of silence, indicating that the oracle had said something of importance, when Télesphore Vilas came shuffling up out of the dusk, mopping his face.


It was this silence, at the right time, that made possible the understanding by all of what was said a half-minute later.. Vilas found a place for himself and sat down with a puff of relief.


“Mon Dieu!” he exclaimed. “I’m tired! I’ve been setting posts for that new fence around the churchyard for three days now — and today I was wet half the time. Tonight the mist came up from the river — a chunk of it floated along until I couldn’t see the post I was driving!”


“What did you say?” demanded the voice of Michaud with startling clearness.


““A big chunk of mist, monsieur,” repeated Vilas very respectfully, “that floated over the very spot where I stood, and took its own time about it, too!”


“The fifollet!”


A quick, sharp breath here and there. Then stillness. Thomas Michaud could hardly have spoken a word that would have carried more dread into the hearts of those who heard him, filled with belief in his mysterious power as they then were, than this word fifollet!. For the fifollet! is an awesome thing, according to those who repeat the legends of the country. It cannot be described, because it is neither angel nor devil, man nor beast. It appears near cemeteries, in misty, changing shapes, and he who sees it will surely die within a twelvemonth. Men have been known to go home with “fifollet!” on their lips — to go to bed and die in spite of the best-intentioned doctors.





— III —

 THE RED DEATH


The hush in front of the shop was broken by Télesphore Vilas. He rose to his feet and stood for a moment with arms held pleadingly toward Black Thomas. “No, monsieur!” he cried. “Oh, no! I beg of you! No! No! No!” He staggered away into the gathering darkness, still repeating his prayer.


Jules Perron ran, caught up with him at the end of a few rods, and put his hand upon the old man’s arm.


“Stop that nonsense!” he barked. “Have you no faith in God or the prayers of Father Paradis that you should believe such a thing?”


Vilas halted long enough to see who it was, and then shook the hand from his arm in terror.


“Leave me alone!” he shrilled. “You’ll only make it worse! You’ve brought this on us all, curse you!”


Perron made no further attempt to comfort Vilas as that stricken one started on toward his own house. Well Jules knew the hold which such superstitions had outside of the larger towns, and he thanked Heaven for that thirst within him which had made him read books and think beyond the other men of the village.


However, he had something more pressing than self-congratulation to occupy his mind — something that the parting words of old Télesphore had told him: “You’ve brought this on us all, curse you!”


So that was what they were saying behind his back! He had not thought of that angle of attack from Michaud, but it now seemed clear. If Jules Perron were not in the way Thomas Michaud could become betrothed to Chloé. Perhaps — yes, undoubtedly — he would remove that vague threat of evil which everyone had now come to feel in a greater or less degree: better still, perhaps he would marry her quickly and take her away to live.


Jules, knowing the minds of his people, followed their reasoning with a certainty as strong as though that reasoning had been written in words for him to read. He was thoughtful that night as he tried to talk lightly to Mlle. Pujos; and he went home early in order to better consider some way of lighting the menace of Black Michaud.


Three days later it was reported that Télesphore Vilas was in his bed, very ill. Inasmuch as there was no doctor within twenty miles of Ste. Anne des Monts, the older women, grown experienced by long practice, did most of the healing. Father Joseph Paradis was skilled in the use of certain drugs and the treatment of wounds, so that, with him and willing nurses, most of the sick ones of the village recovered or died without having to think of a doctor’s bill.


Jules Perron, on his way to the house where Vilas, long a widower, lived alone, met the priest and joined him. They saw a group of men and women before the house. These drew back at the approach of the priest and Jules; whispering together in a fashion that smacked of something more than ordinary illness. The story of the fifollet, however, was by this time well known, with a hundred details that had no truth in them, to every child in the village; and to the incident of sudden illness following the sight of the fifollet Perron attributed the whisperings.


Then Mathilde Roberge came out of the front door. She stopped at the sight of Father Paradis and Jules, crossing herself. There was no more expression now than at any other time on her wrinkled, yellow face; but her eyes were like big, black, shining buttons, and a glance was enough to see that she was filled with terror.


“Smallpox!” she cried to all those within reach of her voice. “Marie Laplante has looked at him, and she says the same thing!”


For a few seconds no one moved or spoke. Then Mme. Roberge clattered down the stone steps in her heavy shoes and made off toward her own home with all speed, looking at no one and muttering to herself words that might equally well have been prayers or incantations against the devil.


As snow goes in April, so the group in front of the house melted; some of the first to go mumbled excuses as to pressing business elsewhere, but as the contagion of panic spread men and women ran without saying anything, and in little more than a minute the house was left alone except for the sick man inside and the priest and Jules Perron without.


“Come!” said Father Paradis, his lips relaxing a little from the straight line into which they had drawn. “After forty years I have only you left!”


“You forget mademoiselle, mon pére,” corrected Jules, gently.


“Pardon!” apologized Father Paradis, as he stepped over the threshold. “She will come if we think best to permit it.”


They found Vilas tossing, half dressed, upon his ill-made bed. There was the red rash which brought a nod and something in the nature of a groan from the priest — and fever and delirium. He sent Jules to collect remedies, food, and arrange the multitude of small affairs demanding attention before they settled down to take care of the sick man.


Perron left Boule in the care of Mélisse and went away again, despite her hysterical protests, to do his errands. He noticed that Antonin Bénoit filled his order with frightened haste, that heads peered at him from windows as he passed along the single street of the village, and that those whom he met took sudden pains to cross over to the other side of the road. At the time he was too occupied with his own affairs to give much heed to these things, and he got back to the maison Vilas with no thought but of immediate duty.


Father Paradis met him with the information that Mlle. Pujos had been there, in admitted defiance of her father’s order, and that he had had fairly to drive her away from the door. She had promised to keep them in food every day.


“A wife worthy of you, even as you are worthy of her, my son,” said the priest. “Neither of you yields to this superstition or to the fear of death — otherwise I should be a broken man, for you are all I have left.”


“Bah!” replied Jules, uncomfortable at the praise. “Vilas has made at least two journeys out of town within the past month or six weeks. He has been exposed to the contagion somewhere; that is all.”


“And after this absurdity of the fifollet fear gripped him, he became weak, and the malady could lay him by the heels. Mon Dieu, how far my children have gone from the truth!”


“Be tranquil,” said Perron. “We will make Vilas well, and then perhaps Black Michaud and his fifollet will lose standing in Ste. Anne des Monts.”


Such a happy termination might have come if Télesphore Vilas had recovered. But he grew worse that night. All through the next day he raved of the fifollet and pleaded with Thomas Michaud to spare him. Over and over he apologized in the humblest words his tormented brain could find for that remark of his as to the blackness of M. Michaud’s appearance. Perron ground his teeth with rage as he listened and anew he swore to himself to drive Michaud out of the village.


•   •   •   •   •


During the second evening Vilas died, after having received final ministrations from Father Paradis. Perron, anticipating the end, had made a rough coffin from such materials as he could find during the day so that well before midnight the labors of the two men were practically completed. There was nothing more to do except dig a grave and carry the coffin to the churchyard.


They had burned sulphur in every room of the house and they now believed it time to go to their own homes, destroy their clothing, and purify themselves as well as possible from danger of contagion. It was agreed that if one fell ill the other would nurse him: if both were stricken Jules was to go to the presbytery, where he could at least die like a Christian.


Perron completed a long and thorough fumigation in his woodshed, using that place in concession to the terror of Melisse. At intervals during the process he fancied that he heard distant shouting, only to dismiss the evidence of his ears. Without doubt all Ste. Anne des Monts knew of the death of Vilas for, although the hour was late, news in a little village travels as though by electricity. There could be, Jules thought, only cause for relief to the fearful in the fact that Télesphore Vilas had left them.


But when he stepped into the street a red glare met him; and now came unmistakably the sound of many voices. The high flames, from which came the ghastly glare, had their source in the house where Télesphore Vilas lay dead. Perron ran lightly but with all his speed until he arrived within the circle of light about the burning building. There he stopped; hands falling to his sides in utter helplessness.


Fire filled the whole house; it leaped out of the windows and streamed upward where the roof had been. Standing well back from the heat and falling embers was all that part of the village not bed-ridden or too young to walk. Among them, nearer to the flames than anyone else, was Black Thomas Michaud.


As Perron grasped the meaning of the picture, he saw Michaud turn his head — he followed the look of triumph, red-lighted by the fire. A half dozen men, firm, but still keeping a semblance of respect, were barring the way of Father Paradis. The priest had evidently given up his attempt to get into the burning house, but he did not yield a step, and as Jules ran toward him he spoke.


“Because of your base fears of the pestilence, you have burned this man!” he said. “You have denied him the right to lie in holy ground! And for this act of selfish cowardice toll will be taken out of your own lives — for such is the law of God! Beware!”


He moved away from them, his soutane whirling as though it would shake off the dust of their presence, and went toward the presbytery. There Jules Perron followed him a little later, and found him bowed with the sorrow of what had been done but determined to keep fighting the evil that had grown up in his parish. He still believed that, with the help of God, it could be conquered.


The next day Ste. Anne des Monts was much like a man after a hard spree, ashamed and sullen and nervous. Most of all, the people were afraid. They knew how smallpox could, if it were so fated, wipe out every man, woman, and child in the village. Therefore, every window and every door in town was kept tight closed, although the weather was warm and damp for the season. The doors and windows remained shut to keep out the air which people imagined had become tainted. Black Michaud, the oracle, let it be known that he thought this a wise precaution: also, probably through him, came the ostracism of Jules Perron, which continued up to a time when the minds of the people were filled with a new and greater terror.


A week after the burning of the body of Télesphore Vilas the aged mother of Richard Bordeleau fell ill with a malady that was not at first taken seriously by those of her household, even though everyone was watching “with all keenness for the first manifestations of smallpox. Chills and fever and pain throughout the body might easily be no more than a bad cold, the volunteer nurses agreed, with a hopefulness which they perhaps did not feel in their hearts. On the third day, however, the unmistakable red rash appeared; and on the fifth day Madame Veuve Bordeleau died.


By this time others were ill; old and young, the robust and the weak. Red death went stalking up and down the street, knocking at the doors of the stone houses and searching out its victims under the dormered roofs. Terror was abroad by day and by night. And about the time the plague had taken a firm hold upon Ste. Aime des Monts monsieur le maire showed a flare of initiative and sent a man twenty miles for a doctor.


When the physician came he swore. Being an educated and intelligent man he had not only the patois of the woods, but many new and strange oaths with which to express himself so that it was said afterward that he actually scorched the hair of Antonin Bénoit’s dog, which got in his way during the first fury of his wrath.


Immediately he ordered every window in Ste. Anne des Monts opened, except during such time as the rain might fall in torrents. Then he left medicine in each house, with directions as to hot drinks and food for such as might get well. He went away, cursing to himself.


The back of the doctor had not been turned upon the village for more than half an hour before every window save those in the houses of the mayor, the priest, and Jules Perron were closed again. His medicine, however, was taken in double doses by many; and it is likely that his visit did quite as much harm as good.


All the little world hurried to Father Paradis to seek help, and to the now wholly inadequate supply of women who had skill in nursing; but there were many who made secret trips to the shop of Black Thomas Michaud, seeking some kind of a charm against the dread sickness.


To all these Michaud shook his head and disclaimed interest in the matter; but he nevertheless managed to let the village believe that he could stop the plague if he were minded that way. He was offered money, which he refused contemptuously, with the intimation that if he were able to do anything it would not be done for money, but for a reward much nearer his heart.


During these days the ostracism of Jules Perron continued with such completeness that his proffered aid was seldom received by those families afflicted — and the number of them included nearly all. When the smallpox raged worst and there were half enough nurses and half enough men to bury the dead then Perron was of necessity allowed to work with his fellow men. Through it all he was careful to take such precautions as the doctor had ordered and of the half dozen households that escaped entirely his own was one.


The epidemic burned itself out, as had the fire in the house of Télesphore Vilas: the one left ugly, blackened walls, and the other broken families. An addition was made to the churchyard that fall and Father Paradis was very busy saying masses for the dead — the people still went to church faithfully, perhaps because they did not dare to stay away.


In all probability it was the cold weather, coming early, that brought an end to the disaster. Heavy snow fell before St. Catherine’s day, which was unusual, and the vieillards shook their heads and predicted that it would be a hard winter — hard to get firewood from the forest, hard to find game, and hard to work because of cold and deep snow.


So it proved. Men who had never grumbled before, or hesitated because of cracking cold and breast-deep snow, declared this winter too filled with hardships for steady work. The belief that there was a curse upon the village was general — together with the general impression that Black Thomas Michaud could remove it if he so willed. But he would remove it only if his strange courting were successful. In the meantime Ste. Anne des Monts sighed and hoped and treated Jules Perron with coldness.





— IV —

 LOUP-GAROU


Into this atmosphere of strain, of fear, of hatred, Richard Bordeleau came back one day from a hunting trip with bloodshot eyes and deep lines cut into the brown of his face. He had lost his pack, and one of his snowshoes was broken when he staggered up to the shop of Antonin Bénoit and flung himself inside as though he believed that Satan himself was at his heels. They had to give him a drink of whiskey blanc with a handful of crackers soaked in it before he could speak.


“Wolves!” was his first word. “They’ve come down from the north!”


At that everyone drew a breath of relief; and yet everyone leaned forward with interest because wolves had not been south of the Hudson Bay country for as long as twenty years. Older men had their stories of them — half fiction and half fact. In this experience of Bordeleau, then, there was promise of adventure and pelts without much danger.


“They’re hungry, those wolves!” panted Bordeleau. “Only the fire I had saved my life last night. There was a strong pack, more than I could count, and they ate the ones I shot almost as soon as the bullets struck. Dieu Seigneur! It was horrible! I dozed off once, when the fire went down, and they closed in. It was then that I lost my outfit. I made a running fight until dawn, my friends, and but for the goodness of God, I should not be here!”


There were shrugs at this. No doubt, said those who had hunted wolves in their time, Bordeleau had taken the matter too seriously: he had become frightened and run without cause, or he had not built a big enough fire. One old hunter boasted that he had slept from dark to dawn with a ring of shining eyes around him. All wolves were cowards, he said.


“Not these wolves,” Richard Bordeleau told him, rising to go home to his wife and child. “Not the leader of this pack, for he jumped across the fire at me!”


“Not the loup-garou,” announced Black Thomas Michaud, from a comer behind the stove. “The loup-garou is no coward — and he of all the pack does not fear fire!”


That name was one with which to blanch lips and to make even those sitting nearest the stove suddenly very cold. The loup-garou is a wolf possessed by the spirit of a man upon whom the devil had already put his claws. He runs at the head of the pack and he seeks battle with mankind, for only through that can come his salvation — if blood be drawn from him by a man his soul becomes liberated for another chance in the world.


“Nom de Dieu!” swore Jules Perron, who had been a witness to all this. “The loup-garou is only a fear in the hearts of cowards!”


Unfriendly eyes turned upon Jules — Black Thomas laughed. Bordeleau, with a shrug, picked up his rifle and went out.


“I will lead a hunt for this loup-garou!” offered Perron, meeting the eyes of the men there one after another. “Who will go with me?”


For a long time no one answered; and again Michaud laughed from his corner. Then spoke old Charles Papineau, once a hunter of renown.


“I will stay in my house after dark,” he said, “with the shutters barred and the rifle ready. If this animal is the loup-garou then the man who goes out to hunt him should first arrange his affairs and say farewell to his wife. Once I saw a dead man who had tried that trick—”


“Imbéciles!” said Perron, and went out of the shop to tell this new folly of Ste. Anne des Monts to Mademoiselle Chloé.


This was new strength given to the enemy; and both of them were wearing down under the strain. They longed for spring, when they were to be married. Black Michaud must do something before that time, if at all; for then Perron would have the right to take his wife away to a place not hung with the sombre draperies of fear and death. But they felt that Michaud would strike somehow before the wedding day.


The coming of the wolves filled the imagination of the village to overflowing. At first even those who most firmly believed in the existence of the loup-garou doubted the permanent presence of any wolf near Ste. Anne des Monts. But one starless night a long howl sounded from the top of a cliff that overhung the churchyard; and another answered it from the direction of the black cedars on the opposite side of the village.


After that no arguments were needed to convince anyone. Men fastened their doors and windows at night as their forefathers had done in the old days when there were savages in the forests. No woman or child was allowed to go out of doors alone after dark, and no man went without his rifle in his hands. Thomas Michaud became finally the great man of the village — his place was fixed at last and he could give advice as to the best way, to be protected against the danger with the certainty that his advice would be followed as a law.


Now he grew aggressive, where he had merely had a kind of bold stubbornness before. From old Mélisse and from Chloé, through her father, Jules heard little odds and ends of gossip and vague hints that made him think hard — made him sometimes awake at night sweating with the terrors which seemed to be inexorably closing upon him while he remained helpless. Jules prayed for an end to the torment; and as though in answer to his prayer the end came with stunning swiftness.


One afternoon, just before sunset, Thomas Michaud was seen upon the cliff above the churchyard with his face turned away toward the north. That night the wolf pack came into the village for the first time, and the dog of Antonin Bénoit, locked out by accident was killed and eaten upon his own door-step. Bénoit, crouching inside with hands that trembled too much to hold his rifle, heard the dog’s cries as it died. Other men of the village, either braver or more curious, looked out through cracks in the shutters as the pack raced down the street. These swore that it was headed by a big animal, as big as Jules Perron’s Boule.


That had been between midnight and morning. But the next night Perron was just leaving the maison Pujos, between nine and ten o’clock, when a torrent of swift moving forms came down the street. Their eyes seemed like a thousand yellow-green lights as they bore down upon him, and in that brief moment he regretted the scorn of Ste. Anne des Monts which had made him come without his rifle. A big wolf swerved from the trail of the gigantic leader — a leader truly as big as Boule — and leaped for Jules. He missed, stumbled, and went on. With a sound of soft, rushing feet the pack vanished.


Then from a house a dozen rods away came a woman’s scream. Jules had heard the sounds of suffering more than once in his life, but never had he heard from human throat the anguish of that cry. He ran toward it, seeing other human forms running in the darkness, and found that it came from the maison Bordeleau. Richard held his young wife in his arms and tried to comfort her; but she gave no attention to what he said. She stared out into the darkness and moaned, twisting her fingers in and out against each other. ’


The wolves had killed their little daughter, Helene; that laughing imp who had grown just big enough to dart here and there almost as fast as the eye could follow her. It appeared that Richard and his wife each had thought that the other had locked the kitchen door — and neither had done it. They had both seen Héléne playing with the latch.


Then Madame Bordeleau saw the door standing open. A shriek of “Maman! Maman!” came from without. Richard leaped for his rifle, but he was too late — while he stood blinded by the sudden change from light to darkness, seeking something to fire at, the pack went on. Of the child’s death there was proof upon the snow.


Now indeed was Ste. Anne des Monts beaten to its knees. All that night many families remained awake: all the following morning no work was done. It was about noon when Mélisse stumbled into the maisan Perron from the shop of Bénoit, where she had been on an errand, with a tale which she gasped out in fragments. A dozen men of the village, including Black Michaud, had been gathered there in secret conclave, and Mélisse, not at all averse to eavesdropping, had overheard much of their talk.


“They are going to take Mademoiselle Chloé and give her to M. Michaud!” cried Mélisse, crossing herself at the name of the shoemaker. “They believe they are going to save the village that way — they will force M. Pujos to consent! Mon Dieu! It is terrible! Either that, monsieur, or the loup-garou—”


Jules did not wait to hear the end of her prediction. His rifle had leaped to his hand as she talked, and without waiting to put on jacket or cap he ran for the mayor’s house, taking a roundabout way which would bring him to the back door. He rushed through the kitchen and into the salon just as a heavy pounding sounded at the front door.


In the salon stood M. Pujos, pale as his own corpse and holding to the table for support, Father Paradis, and Mademoiselle Chloé, whose hand gripped her revolver and whose eyes were as steady as though worse than death were not clamoring for entrance.


“Upstairs!” cried Perron. “They are coming to take Chloé—”


“We know,” interrupted the priest. “Since the love of God has gone from their hearts I am not much good, my son, but such as I am, I am ready to die here!”


“Come, then! We can hold the stairs long enough for mademoiselle to get away — she can jump into a drift from one of the windows!”


They ran, half carrying the mayor; while at the door a steady and insistent hammering went on. Once on the upper floor M. Pujos sank down upon one of the beds. Father Paradis stood beside Jules at the head of the stairs and Chloé took a place behind them.


“Go!” commanded Perron. “While they’re on the stairs, Chloé, jump from a window, and get to Mélisse. She will harness Boule, give you blankets, and a chance to get away!”


“And leave you here to die for me?” exclaimed the girl, with red climbing up her cheeks. “What kind of a woman did you ask to marry you, my Jules? I shall live if you do — and die if you do!”


There was no time for Perron to voice the pride that filled him, for the end of a six-inch log swept the stout door from its hinges as though it had been made of cardboard. Through the opening tumbled a handful of men just as others found their way in from the kitchen. There were, as Mélisse had guessed, about a dozen — including Richard Bordeleau, Antonin Bénoit, and Black Thomas Michaud.





— V —

 PERRON GOES FORTH


Michaud stood away from the others, looking up with a hint of that peculiar smile of his playing about his lips. The men of Ste. Anne des Monts hesitated a moment, and then pushed Antonin Bénoit forward as spokesman. He advanced and set his foot on the lowest step, with an eye to the rifle of Perron, while the others gathered compactly behind.


“We want to see monsieur le maire!” demanded Bénoit.


“He is a sick man,” replied Perron. “Say what you have to say to Father Paradis and to me.”


“Jules,” began Antonin, “you might as well give up. M. Michaud, here, wants to marry Mlle. Pujos. It may be right or wrong. But there are some of us who think it is better that she should marry him than that all the village should die!”


Now at last Michaud had his desire. Other men were fighting to get what he wanted for him. What he could not have done by force in the beginning was being accomplished through the loup-garou and the fear that it inspired.


“So Black Thomas has agreed to take himself and the loup-garou back to the devil, where he belongs, if he can have mademoiselle? Is that it?” asked Jules. “I’ve made no bargains!” snapped Michaud. “The people think what they please!”


“We know!” shouted Richard Bordeleau, almost a madman from his excess of grief. “The loup-garou must have what he wants! Mon Dieu! It might be my wife next!”


Then Father Paradis stepped forward and lifted his veined hand with all the authority of old. At least he held them in leash for the moment — they listened while he spoke.


“My children! Be warned before you bring upon your heads more sin than is already there! You left Télesphore Vilas to die alone because of your lack of charity, and you burned his body in his own house because of a crawling fear that did not save you from the red death! Who, in God’s truth, killed the little child of Richard Bordeleau! You, no less than this loup-garou!


“You cowards! You should have gone into the forest and broken up this pack of wild beasts! Is there any blood in you? Turn on that helper of the Prince of Darkness — that Michaud — and drive him out! Then stand and face both good and evil with the love of God in your hearts and the wrath of God in your strong right arms!”


The voice of the priest died away, but he still stood with hand upraised and his eyes beating down the eyes of those who heard him. For a moment it seemed that he was about to conquer — and then Thomas Michaud laughed with a sound like the very mockery of hell.


“Say that to the loup-garou!” he said.


In the wink of an eye, hope was lost. The men turned back to the memory of what they had come for — they wavered, and then took the stairs with a rush. There was murder in their eyes; and Michaud, waiting in the rear, smiled.


Perron’s first impulse was to fire point-blank into the nearest face. He checked it, and instead, stepping down to meet them, drove his rifle butt into the stomach of the leader. He was swept back and downward, toppling the others over as though they had been wooden soldiers. One man was out of the fight for the moment; but the cursing tangle of bodies straightened out.


Now, added to the fear that had first impelled them, was the lust of battle, and as they gathered for the second attack Jules realized that this time both he and Chloé must shoot — they must shoot with intent to kill, but without any certainty that the victory would go to them. Perron fired once, a snap shot, at Black Michaud — only to see through the smoke and haze that his enemy had moved with uncanny deftness to one side. The bullet brought down plaster from the wall at the level of his heart.


The rush up the stairs was on again when something in the nature of an inspiration came to Jules — a plan that might gain a respite, if no better odds, in his battle with death. He held up his rifle, and cried out with all the power that was in his lungs:


“Stop! Attend to what I say!” They halted, uncertain, panting, while Michaud moved forward with a scowl.


“If you will leave this house in peace now I will go out tonight and fight the loup-garou when he comes! If I am killed then Black Thomas Michaud will be happy, and you can deal with Mademoiselle Chloé as God wills! If I kill the loup-garou you will be free — can Black Michaud do more than that for you? What do you say, men of Ste. Anne des Monts? Will you give me a chance to fight? Are you Frenchmen or savages?”


That appeal gained the respite. Heads turned questioningly toward one another; feet shuffled awkwardly. The attack had been broken by words.


“We are Frenchmen, Perron!” cried Antonin Bénoit; and even Richard Bordeleau agreed.


“Nom de Dieu! We are not savages!” Thomas Michaud, looking more blackly villainous than Jules had ever seen him, opened his mouth as though to speak — and thought better of it. He went out behind the others.


“Dieu merci!” breathed Perron, turning to Chloé with a great sigh of relief. “Boule and I will at least kill the loup-garou before we die!”


“You will drive the wolves off!” she cried, shaking his arm in a sudden fury at the doubt in his voice. “Go out with that belief — and remember that I shall be at our door here with the bar drawn! You will have a refuge!”


“And my prayers,” added Father Paradis.


Suddenly their perfect faith flowed into Jules, and through him, as good wine warms even to the tips of the fingers. He took the hands of Chloé in both his own and with infinite gentleness kissed her on the lips.


“Until tonight,” he said, “when I shall drive the devil out of Ste. Anne des Monts forever!”


Perron went down the stairs and to his own house with a singing heart, despite the danger which he must face before another day. With a kind of peace he had never before known he lay down and slept until supper time.


After the meal he cleaned his rifle, filled every pocket of his homespun trousers with cartridges, belted on two knives, and went out into the darkness with a wail from Mélisse following him. The time of trial had come, he kept telling himself over and over; so he patrolled slowly up and down the street, from his own house to that of the mayor, for a time which he did not attempt to gauge.


The upstanding ears of Boule first warned him. He made his own ears free by pushing up the sides of his muskrat cap, and caught the end of a long, thin wail from somewhere beyond the cliffs. The beasts would be coming now within a short time. Another call came from the forest, and much nearer. Boule growled, and trembled at the touch of his master’s hand. In a sudden rush of affection Jules knelt and laid his cheek against the muzzle of the dog. Boule understood.


They came as they had before, swift as shadows, black against the snow, close together, either for protection or attack, as they brazenly tore through the lair of mankind. Perron was standing in front of the mayor’s house, as he had planned, when he first glimpsed them bearing down upon him, and as yet unaware of his presence. At the first howl he had taken off his jacket. Now he flung up the rifle and fired deliberately.


At the second or third shot the pack came to a halt, and he knew that at least one bullet had gone home. There was a snarling fight over the wounded while Perron reloaded; then the wolves came on again, but not so swiftly. They had his scent, and that of the dog; but they would be cautious until they knew that there was no ambuscade of other men.


Three times more he stopped the pack with a burst of shots; and three times they delayed long enough to eat those that went down. Again and again he saw the big leader, but never at a time when he dared take precious seconds to draw a steady bead on him.


They drew quite near, circling, Jules began to think of getting his back to a wall when a sudden shift by Boule warned him of danger from behind. He wheeled. The shapes were all about him. They slunk along the walls on each side of the street — a row of eyes gleamed nearer and nearer from the rear.


He fired once from the hip and turned back to face the main body of the pack. Then it seemed that a hand of ice shut down on his heart for the giant that had been called the loup-garou was in the act of springing, and a score of his followers were behind him.


Jules clubbed his rifle. The big body had launched itself — to be deflected in midair by the impact of Boule. That was what the dog had been waiting for, that moment of greatest danger — thus Perron thought as he charged, firing into the faces of the animals that had crowded the heels of the leader. As they gave before him he turned and ran back toward the maison Pujos.


Boule was now fighting for his life with the loup-garou, and the other wolves were everywhere. Jules shot into jaws that snapped at him, he brought his rifle butt down on bodies that sprang up in his path. His shirt was ripped half way. A streak of fire down his right arm told him he had been wounded.


He reached the door at last, only to have his rifle spin out of his hands as he thrust it between his breast and one of the brutes.


He drew a knife in each hand, but a wolf was tearing at one foot and he sat down heavily upon the stone steps. This was the end he thought, as he slashed right and left. He hoped that it would come quickly. Poor Boule.


A big rectangle of lamplight struck the snow. The bark of revolver shots beat against his ears, and the smell of burning powder filled his nose. A kicking wolf lay before him as he staggered up — he finished it with a knife. The voice of Chloé rang like a paean of joy at his side.


“They’ve gone! You’ve won, Jules! You’ve won!”


It was true. The pack had faded into the darkness from which it had come. Only the dead wolf by the doorstep remained — and two struggling forms at the corner of the house. Perron ran to them; his knives gripped hard and ready for a thrust that would give the victory to Boule.


Through seconds heavy with fear for the life of his dog, Perron waited. Then, just as he despaired of ever finding a mark on the shifting body of the wolf, the animals became suddenly rigid. Jules saw that the teeth of Boule had at last got their grip — at last they were set through and through the corded throat of the loup-garou. The hand of Perron drew back for a ripping thrust — but he stayed it.


When at last the wolf’s great muscles yielded he went down to the hard packed snow like a stricken rabbit. The jaws of Boule set themselves more firmly — the leader of the pack that had terrorized Ste. Anne des Monts quivered and stiffened. The loup-garou was dead.


Coincident with the death agony of the loup-garou a scream pierced the cold, still air. From the house of Richard Bordeleau the night before had come a cry which was the apotheosis of human agony, but the cry that now darted, serpent-like, to the ears of the village, was more terrible. It was such a shriek as might come from a soul wrung by terrors other than those of this world. It dripped with malice as a cavern drips ooze.


The sound held Jules Perron rigid for an instant: then he spun on his heel to make sure that Chloé was safe. She was almost at his side, trembling a little, but steadfast. Boule, his hair bristling at the echoes of the cry, wobbled toward them and licked the hand of Jules.


“Nom de Dieu!” whispered Perron. “That scream was from the house of Michaud!”


He ran toward the little place that the shoemaker had rented; to stop half-way there with a sudden thought for the other men of the village. It were better that they should be witnesses to the fullness of the defeat he intended should be the fate of Black Thomas. He filled his lungs and cried out so that his voice penetrated the shutters of many of those houses of~fear.


“Stand up, you creepers! Come out like men and help me drive the devil back to his own!”


They came; at first slowly, and then by dozens “as the news that the loup-garou was dead flashed from house to house. They followed Jules Perron to the house of Michaud and watched him break in the door with his rifle butt. Then, while Chloé moved at his side with a lighted lantern, they followed him over that dread threshold and into the shop.


Chloé held the lantern aloft — to shudder at what she saw so that the light swayed and smoked in her grasp. Black Thomas Michaud lay upon the littered floor of his shop with his throat ripped open by a jagged wound — a wound the same as that by which Boule had let the life blood out of the loup-garou. He was dead.


•   •   •   •   •


This is the end of the story, messieurs; except that even now in Ste. Anne des Monts they will tell you that Black Michaud, who himself was the loup-garou, hoped to liberate his soul through a wound from the hand of man. He failed, they say, only because the devil needed his help in hell on the very night when Jules Perron and Boule fought for the prettiest demoiselle north of Lake St. John. Naturally, Father Joseph Paradis maintains that Michaud killed himself — but the good father admittedly does not believe in the loup-garou.
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The man who enjoys an adventure outside the general experience of the race, and imparts it to others, must not be surprised if he is taken for either a liar or a fool, as Malcolm Hyde, hotel clerk on a holiday, discovered in due course. Nor is “enjoy” the right word to use in describing his emotions; the word he chose was probably “survive.”


When he first set eyes on Medicine Lake he was struck by its still, sparkling beauty, lying there in the vast Canadian backwoods; next, by its extreme loneliness; and, lastly — a good deal later, this — by its combination of beauty, loneliness, and singular atmosphere, due to the fact that it was the scene of his adventure.


“It’s fairly stiff with big fish,” said Morton of the Montreal Sporting Club. “Spend your holiday there — up Mattawa way, some fifteen miles west of Stony Creek. You’ll have it all to yourself except for an old Indian who’s got a shack there. Camp on the east side — if you’ll take a tip from me.” He then talked for half an hour about the wonderful sport; yet he was not otherwise very communicative, and did not suffer questions gladly, Hyde noticed. Nor had he stayed there very long himself. If it was such a paradise as Morton, its discoverer and the most experienced rod in the province, claimed, why had he himself spent only three days there?


“Ran short of grub,” was the explanation offered; but to another friend he had mentioned briefly, “flies,” and to a third, so Hyde learned later, he gave the excuse that his half-breed “took sick,” necessitating a quick return to civilization.


Hyde, however, cared little for the explanations; his interest in these came later. “Stiff with fish” was the phrase he liked. He took the Canadian Pacific train to Mattawa, laid in his outfit at Stony Creek, and set off thence for the fifteen-mile canoe-trip without a care in the world.


Traveling light, the portages did not trouble him; the water was swift and easy, the rapids negotiable; everything came his way, as the saying is. Occasionally he saw big fish making for the deeper pools, and was sorely tempted to stop; but he resisted. He pushed on between the immense world of forests that stretched for hundreds of miles, known to deer, bear, moose, and wolf, but strange to any echo of human tread, a deserted and primeval wilderness. The autumn day was calm, the water sang and sparkled, the blue sky hung cloudless over all, ablaze with light. Toward evening he passed an old beaver-dam, rounded a little point, and had his first sight of Medicine Lake. He lifted his dripping paddle; the canoe shot with silent glide into calm water. He gave an exclamation of delight, for the loveliness caught his breath away.


Though primarily a sportsman, he was not insensible to beauty. The lake formed a crescent, perhaps four miles long, its width between a mile and half a mile. The slanting gold of sunset flooded it. No wind stirred its crystal surface. Here it had lain since the redskin’s god first made it; here it would lie until he dried it up again. Towering spruce and hemlock trooped to its very edge, majestic cedars leaned down as if to drink, crimson sumacs shone in fiery patches, and maples gleamed orange and red beyond belief. The air was like wine, with the silence of a dream.


It was here the red men formerly “made medicine,” with all the wild ritual and tribal ceremony of an ancient day. But it was of Morton, rather than of Indians, that Hyde thought. If this lonely, hidden paradise was really stiff with big fish, he owed a lot to Morton for the information. Peace invaded him, but the excitement of the hunter lay below.


He looked about him with quick, practiced eye for a camping-place before the sun sank below the forests and the half-lights came. The Indian’s shack, lying in full sunshine on the eastern shore, he found at once; but the trees lay too thick about it for comfort, nor did he wish to be so close to its inhabitant. Upon the opposite side, however, an ideal clearing offered. This lay already in shadow, the huge forest darkening it toward evening; but the open space attracted. He paddled over quickly and examined it. The ground was hard and dry, he found, and a little brook ran tinkling down one side of it into the lake. This outfall, too, would be a good fishing spot. Also it was sheltered. A few low willows marked the mouth.


An experienced camper soon makes up his mind. It was a perfect site, and some charred logs, with traces of former fires, proved that he was not the first to think so. Hyde was delighted. Then, suddenly, disappointment came to tinge his pleasure. His kit was landed, and preparations for putting up the tent were begun, when he recalled a detail that excitement had so far kept in the background of his mind — Morton’s advice. But not Morton’s only, for the storekeeper at Stony Creek had reinforced it. The big fellow with straggling mustache and stooping shoulders, dressed in shirt and trousers, had handed him out a final sentence with the bacon, flour, condensed milk, and sugar. He had repeated Morton’s half-forgotten words:


“Put yer tent on the east shore. I should,” he had said at parting.


He remembered Morton, too, apparently. “A shortish fellow, brown as an Indian and fairly smelling of the woods. Traveling with Jake, the half-breed.” That assuredly was Morton. “Didn’t stay long, now, did he?” he added in a reflective tone.


“Going Windy Lake way, are yer? Or Ten Mile Water, maybe?” he had first inquired of Hyde.


“Medicine Lake.”


“Is that so?” the man said, as though he doubted it for some obscure reason. He pulled at his ragged mustache a moment. “Is that so, now?” he repeated. And the final words followed him downstream after a considerable pause — the advice about the best shore on which to put his tent.


All this now suddenly flashed back upon Hyde’s mind with a tinge of disappointment and annoyance, for when two experienced men agreed, their opinion was not to be lightly disregarded. He wished he had asked the storekeeper for more details. He looked about him, he reflected, he hesitated. His ideal camping-ground lay certainly on the forbidden shore. What in the world, he pondered, could be the objection to it?


But the light was fading; he must decide quickly one way or the other. After staring at his unpacked dunnage and the tent, already half erected, he made up his mind with a muttered expression that consigned both Morton and the storekeeper to less pleasant places. “They must have some reason,” he growled to himself; “fellows like that usually know what they’re talking about. I guess I’d better shift over to the other side — for tonight, at any rate.”


He glanced across the water before actually reloading. No smoke rose from the Indian’s shack. He had seen no sign of a canoe. The man, he decided, was away. Reluctantly, then, he left the good camping-ground and paddled across the lake, and half an hour later his tent was up, firewood collected, and two small trout were already caught for supper. But the bigger fish, he knew, lay waiting for him on the other side by the little outfall, and he fell asleep at length on his bed of balsam boughs, annoyed and disappointed, yet wondering how a mere sentence could have persuaded him so easily against his own better judgement. He slept like the dead; the sun was well up before he stirred.


But his morning mood was a very different one. The brilliant light, the peace, the intoxicating air, all this was too exhilarating for the mind to harbor foolish fancies, and he marveled that he could have been so weak the night before. No hesitation lay in him anywhere. He struck camp immediately after breakfast, paddled back across the strip of shining water, and quickly settled in upon the forbidden shore, as he now called it, with a contemptuous grin. And the more he saw of the spot, the better he liked it. There was plenty of wood, running water to drink, an open space about the tent, and there were no flies. The fishing, moreover, was magnificent. Morton’s description was fully justified, and “stiff with big fish” for once was not an exaggeration.


The useless hours of the early afternoon he passed dozing in the sun, or wandering through the underbrush beyond the camp. He found no sign of anything unusual. He bathed in a cool, deep pool; he reveled in the lonely little paradise. Lonely it certainly was, but the loneliness was part of its charm; the stillness, the peace, the isolation of this beautiful backwoods lake delighted him. The silence was divine. He was entirely satisfied.


After a brew of tea, he strolled toward evening along the shore, looking for the first sign of a rising fish. A faint ripple on the water, with the lengthening shadows, made good conditions. Plop followed plop, as the big fellows rose, snatched at their food, and vanished into the depths. He hurried back. Ten minutes later he had taken his rods and was gliding cautiously in the canoe through the quiet water.


So good was the sport, indeed, and so quickly did the big trout pile up in the bottom of the canoe that, despite the growing lateness, he found it hard to tear himself away. “One more,” he said, “and then I really will go.” He landed that “one more,” and was in act of taking it off the hook, when the deep silence of the evening was curiously disturbed. He became abruptly aware that someone watched him. A pair of eyes, it seemed, were fixed upon him from some point in the surrounding shadows.


Thus, at least, he interpreted the odd disturbance in his happy mood; for thus he felt it. The feeling stole over him without the slightest warning. He was not alone. The slippery big trout dropped from his fingers. He sat motionless, and stared about him.


Nothing stirred; the ripple on the lake had died away; there was no wind; the forest lay a single purple mass of shadow; the yellow sky, fast fading, threw reflections that troubled the eye and made distances uncertain. But there was no sound, no movement; he saw no figure anywhere. Yet he knew that someone watched him, and a wave of quite unreasoning terror gripped him. The nose of the canoe was against the bank. In a moment, and instinctively, he shoved it off and paddled into deeper water. The watcher, it came to him also instinctively, was quite close to him upon that bank. But where? And who? Was it the Indian?


Here, in deeper water, and some twenty yards from the shore, he paused and strained both sight and hearing to find some possible clue. He felt half ashamed, now that the first strange feeling passed a little. But the certainty remained. Absurd as it was, he felt positive that someone watched him with concentrated and intent regard. Every fiber in his being told him so; and though he could discover no figure, no new outline on the shore, he could even have sworn in which clump of willow bushes the hidden person crouched and stared. His attention seemed drawn to that particular clump.


The water dripped slowly from his paddle, now lying across the thwarts. There was no other sound. The canvas of his tent gleamed dimly. A star or two were out. He waited. Nothing happened.


Then, as suddenly as it had come, the feeling passed, and he knew that the person who had been watching him intently had gone. It was as if a current had been turned off; the normal world flowed back; the landscape emptied as if someone had left a room. The disagreeable feeling left him at the same time, so that he instantly turned the canoe in to the shore again, landed, and, paddle in hand, went over to examine the clump of willows he had singled out as the place of concealment. There was no one there, of course, nor any trace of recent human occupancy. No leaves, no branches stirred, nor was a single twig displaced; his keen and practiced sight detected no sign of tracks upon the ground. Yet, for all that, he felt positive that a little time ago someone had crouched among these very leaves and watched him. He remained absolutely convinced of it. The watcher, whether Indian, hunter, stray lumberman, or wandering half-breed, had now withdrawn, a search was useless, and dusk was falling. He returned to his little camp, more disturbed perhaps than he cared to acknowledge. He cooked his supper, hung up his catch on a string, so that no prowling animal could get at it during the night, and prepared to make himself comfortable until bedtime. Unconsciously, he built a bigger fire than usual, and found himself peering over his pipe into the deep shadows beyond the firelight, straining his ears to catch the slightest sound. He remained generally on the alert in a way that was new to him.


A man under such conditions and in such a place need not know discomfort until the sense of loneliness strikes him as too vivid a reality. Loneliness in a backwoods camp brings charm, pleasure, and a happy sense of calm until, and unless, it comes too near. It should remain an ingredient only among other conditions; it should not be directly, vividly noticed. Once it has crept within short range, however, it may easily cross the narrow line between comfort and discomfort, and darkness is an undesirable time for the transition. A curious dread may easily follow — the dread lest the loneliness suddenly be disturbed, and the solitary human feel himself open to attack.


For Hyde, now, this transition had been already accomplished; the too intimate sense of his loneliness had shifted abruptly into the worse condition of no longer being quite alone. It was an awkward moment, and the hotel clerk realized his position exactly. He did not quite like it. He sat there, with his back to the blazing logs, a very visible object in the light, while all about him the darkness of the forest lay like an impenetrable wall. He could not see a foot beyond the small circle of his campfire; the silence about him was like the silence of the dead. No leaf rustled, no wave lapped; he himself sat motionless as a log.


Then again he became suddenly aware that the person who watched him had returned, and that same intent and concentrated gaze as before was fixed upon him where he lay. There was no warning; he heard no stealthy tread or snapping of dry twigs, yet the owner of those steady eyes was very close to him, probably not a dozen feet away. This sense of proximity was overwhelming.


It is unquestionable that a shiver ran down his spine. This time, moreover, he felt positive that the man crouched just beyond the firelight, the distance he himself could see being nicely calculated, and straight in front of him. For some minutes he sat without stirring a single muscle, yet with each muscle ready and alert, straining his eyes in vain to pierce the darkness, but only succeeding in dazzling his sight with the reflected light. Then, as he shifted his position slowly, cautiously, to obtain another angle of vision, his heart gave two big thumps against his ribs and the hair seemed to rise on his scalp with the sense of cold that shot horribly up his spine. In the darkness facing him he saw two small and greenish circles that were certainly a pair of eyes, yet not the eyes of Indian, hunter, or of any human being. It was a pair of animal eyes that stared so fixedly at him out of the night. And this certainly had an immediate and natural effect upon him.


For, at the menace of those eyes, the fears of millions of long dead hunters since the dawn of time woke in him. Hotel clerk though he was, heredity surged through him in an automatic wave of instinct. His hand groped for a weapon. His fingers fell on the iron head of his small camp axe, and at once he was himself again. Confidence returned; the vague, superstitious dread was gone. This was a bear or wolf that smelt his catch and came to steal it. With beings of that sort he knew instinctively how to deal, yet admitting, by this very instinct, that his original dread had been of quite another kind.


“I’ll damned quick find out what it is,” he exclaimed aloud, and snatching a burning brand from the fire, he hurled it with good aim straight at the eyes of the beast before him.


The bit of pitch-pine fell in a shower of sparks that lit the dry grass this side of the animal, flared up a moment, then died quickly down again. But in that instant of bright illumination he saw clearly what his unwelcome visitor was. A big timber wolf sat on its hindquarters, staring steadily at him through the firelight. He saw its legs and shoulders, he saw its hair, he saw also the big hemlock trunks lit up behind it, and the willow scrub on each side. It formed a vivid, clear-cut picture shown in clear detail by the momentary blaze. To his amazement, however, the wolf did not turn and bolt away from the burning log, but withdrew a few yards only, and sat there again on its haunches, staring, staring as before. Heavens, how it stared! He “shoo-ed” it, but without effect; it did not budge. He did not waste another good log on it, for his fear was dissipated now; a timber wolf was a timber wolf, and it might sit there as long as it pleased, provided it did not try to steal his catch. No alarm was in him any more. He knew that wolves were harmless in the summer and autumn, and even when “packed” in the winter, they would attack a man only when suffering desperate hunger. So he lay and watched the beast, threw bits of stick in its direction, even talked to it, wondering only that it never moved. “You can stay there forever, if you like,” he remarked to it aloud, “for you cannot get at my fish, and the rest of the grub I shall take into the tent with me!”


The creature blinked its bright green eyes, but made no move.


Why, then, if his fear was gone, did he think of certain things as he rolled himself in the Hudson Bay blankets before going to sleep? The immobility of the animal was strange, its refusal to turn and bolt was still stranger. Never before had he known a wild creature that was not afraid of fire. Why did it sit and watch him, as with purpose in its dreadful eyes? How had he felt its presence earlier and instantly? A timber wolf, especially a solitary timber wolf, was a timid thing, yet this one feared neither man nor fire. Now, as he lay there wrapped in his blankets inside the cozy tent, it sat outside beneath the stars, beside the fading embers, the wind chilly in its fur, the ground cooling beneath its planted paws, watching him, steadily watching him, perhaps until the dawn.


It was unusual, it was strange. Having neither imagination nor tradition, he called upon no store of racial visions. Matter of fact, a hotel clerk on a fishing holiday, he lay there in his blankets, merely wondering and puzzled. A timber wolf was a timber wolf and nothing more. Yet this timber wolf — the idea haunted him — was different. In a word, the deeper part of his original uneasiness remained. He tossed about, he shivered sometimes in his broken sleep; he did not go out to see, but he woke early and unrefreshed.


Again, with the sunshine and the morning wind, however, the incident of the night before was forgotten, almost unreal. His hunting zeal was uppermost. The tea and fish were delicious, his pipe had never tasted so good, the glory of this lonely lake amid primeval forests went to his head a little; he was a hunter before the Lord, and nothing else. He tried the edge of the lake, and in the excitement of playing a big fish, knew suddenly that it, the wolf, was there. He paused with the rod, exactly as if struck. He looked about him, he looked in a definite direction. The brilliant sunshine made every smallest detail clear and sharp — boulders of granite, burned stems, crimson sumac, pebbles along the shore in neat, separate detail — without revealing where the watcher hid. Then, his sight wandering farther inshore among the tangled undergrowth, he suddenly picked up the familiar, half-expected outline. The wolf was lying behind a granite boulder, so that only the head, the muzzle, and the eyes were visible. It merged in its background. Had he not known it was a wolf, he could never have separated it from the landscape. The eyes shone in the sunlight.


There it lay. He looked straight at it. Their eyes, in fact, actually met full and square. “Great Scott!” he exclaimed aloud, “why, it’s like looking at a human being!” From that moment, unwittingly, he established a singular personal relation with the beast. And what followed confirmed this undesirable impression, for the animal rose instantly and came down in leisurely fashion to the shore, where it stood looking back at him. It stood and stared into his eyes like some great wild dog, so that he was aware of a new and almost incredible sensation — that it courted recognition.


“Well! well!” he exclaimed again, relieving his feelings by addressing it aloud, “if this doesn’t beat everything I ever saw! What d’you want, anyway?”


He examined it now more carefully. He had never seen a wolf so big before; it was a tremendous beast, a nasty customer to tackle, he reflected, if it ever came to that. It stood there absolutely fearless and full of confidence. In the clear sunlight he took in every detail of it — a huge, shaggy, lean-flanked timber wolf, its wicked eyes staring straight into his own, almost with a kind of purpose in them. He saw its great jaws, its teeth, and its tongue, hung out, dropping saliva a little. And yet the idea of its savagery, its fierceness, was very little in him.


He was amazed and puzzled beyond belief. He wished the Indian would come back. He did not understand this strange behavior in an animal. Its eyes, the odd expression in them, gave him a queer, unusual, difficult feeling. Had his nerves gone wrong, he almost wondered.


The beast stood on the shore and looked at him. He wished for the first time that he had brought a rifle. With a resounding smack he brought his paddle down flat upon the water, using all his strength, till the echoes rang as from a pistol-shot that was audible from one end of the lake to the other. The wolf never stirred. He shouted, but the beast remained unmoved. He blinked his eyes, speaking as to a dog, a domestic animal, a creature accustomed to human ways. It blinked its eyes in return.


At length, increasing his distance from the shore, he continued fishing, and the excitement of the marvelous sport held his attention — his surface attention, at any rate. At times he almost forgot the attendant beast; yet whenever he looked up, he saw it there. And worse; when he slowly paddled home again, he observed it trotting along the shore as though to keep him company. Crossing a little bay, he spurted, hoping to reach the other point before his undesired and undesirable attendant. Instantly the brute broke into that rapid, tireless lope that, except on ice, can run down anything on four legs in the woods. When he reached the distant point, the wolf was waiting for him. He raised his paddle from the water, pausing a moment for reflection; for this very close attention — there were dusk and night yet to come — he certainly did not relish. His camp was near; he had to land; he felt uncomfortable even in the sunshine of broad day, when, to his keen relief, about half a mile from the tent, he saw the creature suddenly stop and sit down in the open. He waited a moment, then paddled on. It did not follow. There was no attempt to move; it merely sat and watched him. After a few hundred yards, he looked back. It was still sitting where he left it. And the absurd, yet significant, feeling came to him that the beast divined his thought, his anxiety, his dread, and was now showing him, as well as it could, that it entertained no hostile feeling and did not meditate attack.


He turned the canoe toward the shore; he landed; he cooked his supper in the dusk; the animal made no sign. Not far away it certainly lay and watched, but it did not advance. And to Hyde, observant now in a new way, came one sharp, vivid reminder of the strange atmosphere into which his commonplace personality had strayed: he suddenly recalled that his relations with the beast, already established, had progressed distinctly a stage further. This startled him, yet without the accompanying alarm he must certainly have felt twenty-four hours before. He had an understanding with the wolf. He was aware of friendly thoughts toward it. He even went so far as to set out a few big fish on the spot where he had first seen it sitting the previous night. “If he comes,” he thought, “he is welcome to them. I’ve got plenty, anyway.” He thought of it now as “he.”


Yet the wolf made no appearance until he was in the act of entering his tent a good deal later. It was close on ten o’clock, whereas nine was his hour, and late at that, for turning in. He had, therefore, unconsciously been waiting for him. Then, as he was closing the flap, he saw the eyes close to where he had placed the fish. He waited, hiding himself, and expecting to hear sounds of munching jaws; but all was silence. Only the eyes glowed steadily out of the background of pitch darkness. He closed the flap. He had no slightest fear. In ten minutes he was sound asleep.


He could not have slept very long, for when he woke up he could see the shine of a faint red light through the canvas, and the fire had not died down completely. He rose and cautiously peeped out. The air was very cold; he saw his breath. But he also saw the wolf, for it had come in, and was sitting by the dying embers, not two yards away from where he crouched behind the flap. And this time, at these very close quarters, there was something in the attitude of the big wild thing that caught his attention with a vivid thrill of startled surprise and a sudden shock of cold that held him spellbound. He stared, unable to believe his eyes; for the wolf’s attitude conveyed to him something familiar that at first he was unable to explain. Its pose reached him in the terms of another thing with which he was entirely at home. What was it? Did his senses betray him? Was he still asleep and dreaming?


Then, suddenly, with a start of uncanny recognition, he knew. Its attitude was that of a dog. Having found the clue, his mind then made an awful leap. For it was, after all, no dog its appearance aped, but something nearer to himself, and more familiar still. Good heavens! It sat there with the pose, the attitude, the gesture in repose of something almost human. And then, with a second shock of biting wonder, it came to him like a revelation. The wolf sat beside that campfire as a man might sit.


Before he could weigh his extraordinary discovery, before he could examine it in detail or with care, the animal, sitting in this ghastly fashion, seemed to feel his eyes fixed on it. It slowly turned and looked him in the face, and for the first time Hyde felt a full-blooded, superstitious fear flood through his entire being. He seemed transfixed with that nameless terror that is said to attack human beings who suddenly face the dead, finding themselves bereft of speech and movement. This moment of paralysis certainly occurred. Its passing, however, was as singular as its advent. For almost at once he was aware of something beyond and above this mockery of human attitude and pose, something that ran along unaccustomed nerves and reached his feeling, even perhaps his heart. The revulsion was extraordinary, its result still more extraordinary and unexpected. Yet the fact remains. He was aware of another thing that had the effect of stilling his terror as soon as it was born. He was aware of appeal, silent, half expressed, yet vastly pathetic. He saw in the savage eyes a beseeching, even a yearning, expression that changed his mood as by magic from dread to natural sympathy. The great gray brute, symbol of cruel ferocity, sat there beside his dying fire and appealed for help.


This gulf betwixt animal and human seemed in that instant bridged. It was, of course, incredible. Hyde, sleep still possibly clinging to his inner being with the shades and half shapes of dream yet about his soul, acknowledged, how he knew not, the amazing fact. He found himself nodding to the brute in half consent, and instantly, without more ado, the lean gray shape rose like a wraith and trotted off swiftly, but with stealthy tread, into the background of the night.


When Hyde woke in the morning his first impression was that he must have dreamed the entire incident. His practical nature asserted itself. There was a bite in the fresh autumn air; the bright sun allowed no half lights anywhere; he felt brisk in mind and body. Reviewing what had happened, he came to the conclusion that it was utterly vain to speculate; no possible explanation of the animal’s behavior occurred to him; he was dealing with something entirely outside his experience. His fear, however, had completely left him. The odd sense of friendliness remained. The beast had a definite purpose, and he himself was included in that purpose. His sympathy held good.


But with the sympathy there was also an intense curiosity. “If it shows itself again,” he told himself, “I’ll go up close and find out what it wants.” The fish laid out the night before had not been touched.


It must have been a full hour after breakfast when he next saw the brute; it was standing on the edge of the clearing, looking at him in the way now become familiar. Hyde immediately picked up his axe and advanced toward it boldly, keeping his eyes fixed straight upon its own. There was nervousness in him, but kept well under; nothing betrayed it; step by step he drew nearer until some ten yards separated them. The wolf had not stirred a muscle as yet. Its jaws hung open, its eyes observed him intently; it allowed him to approach without a sign of what its mood might be. Then, with these ten yards between them, it turned abruptly and moved slowly off, looking back first over one shoulder and then over the other, exactly as a dog might do, to see if he was following.


A singular journey it was they then made together, animal and man. The trees surrounded them at once, for they left the lake behind them, entering the tangled bush beyond. The beast, Hyde noticed, obviously picked the easiest track for him to follow; for obstacles that meant nothing to the four-legged expert, yet were difficult for a man, were carefully avoided with an almost uncanny skill, while yet the general direction was accurately kept. Occasionally there were windfalls to be surmounted; but though the wolf bounded over these with ease, it was always waiting for the man on the other side after he had laboriously climbed over. Deeper and deeper into the heart of the lonely forest they penetrated in this singular fashion, cutting across the arc of the lake’s crescent, it seemed to Hyde; for after two miles or so, he recognized the big rocky bluff that overhung the water at its northern end. This outstanding bluff he had seen from his camp, one side of it falling sheer into the water; it was probably the spot, he imagined, where the Indians held their medicine-making ceremonies, for it stood out in isolated fashion, and its top formed a private plateau not easy of access. And it was here, close to a big spruce at the foot of the bluff upon the forest side, that the wolf stopped suddenly and for the first time since its appearance gave audible expression to its feelings. It sat down on its haunches, lifted its muzzle with open jaws, and gave vent to a subdued and long-drawn howl that was more like the wail of a dog than the fierce barking cry associated with a wolf.


By this time Hyde had lost not only fear, but caution too; nor, oddly enough, did this warning howl revive a sign of unwelcome emotion in him. In that curious sound he detected the same message that the eyes conveyed — appeal for help. He paused, nevertheless, a little startled, and while the wolf sat waiting for him, he looked about him quickly. There was young timber here; it had once been a small clearing, evidently. Axe and fire had done their work, but there was evidence to an experienced eye that it was Indians and not white men who had once been busy here. Some part of the medicine ritual, doubtless, took place in the little clearing, thought the man, as he advanced again towards his patient leader. The end of their queer journey, he felt, was close at hand.


He had not taken two steps before the animal got up and moved very slowly in the direction of some low bushes that formed a clump just beyond. It entered these, first looking back to make sure that its companion watched. The bushes hid it; a moment later it emerged again. Twice it performed this pantomime, each time, as it reappeared, standing still and staring at the man with as distinct an expression of appeal in the eyes as an animal may compass, probably. Its excitement, meanwhile, certainly increased, and this excitement was, with equal certainty, communicated to the man. Hyde made up his mind quickly. Gripping his axe tightly, and ready to use it at the first hint of malice, he moved slowly nearer to the bushes, wondering with something of a tremor what would happen.


If he expected to be startled, his expectation was at once fulfilled; but it was the behavior of the beast that made him jump. It positively frisked about him like a happy dog. It frisked for joy. Its excitement was intense, yet from its open mouth no sound was audible. With a sudden leap, then, it bounded past him into the clump of bushes, against whose very edge he stood, and began scraping vigorously at the ground. Hyde stood and stared, amazement and interest now banishing all his nervousness, even when the beast, in its violent scraping, actually touched his body with its own. He had, perhaps, the feeling that he was in a dream, one of those fantastic dreams in which things may happen without involving an adequate surprise; for otherwise the manner of scraping and scratching at the ground must have seemed an impossible phenomenon. No wolf, no dog certainly, used its paws in the way those paws were working. Hyde had the odd, distressing sensation that it was hands, not paws, he watched. And yet, somehow, the natural, adequate surprise he should have felt was absent. The strange action seemed not entirely unnatural. In his heart some deep hidden spring of sympathy and pity stirred instead. He was aware of pathos.


The wolf stopped in its task and looked up into his face. Hyde acted without hesitation then. Afterwards he was wholly at a loss to explain his own conduct. It seemed he knew what to do, divined what was asked, expected of him. Between his mind and the dumb desire yearning through the savage animal there was intelligent and intelligible communication. He cut a stake and sharpened it, for the stones would blunt his axe-edge. He entered the clump of bushes to complete the digging his four-legged companion had begun. And while he worked, though he did not forget the close proximity of the wolf, he paid no attention to it; often his back was turned as he stooped over the laborious clearing away of the hard earth; no uneasiness or sense of danger was in him any more. The wolf sat outside the clump and watched the operations. Its concentrated attention, its patience, its intense eagerness, the gentleness and docility of the gray, fierce, and probably hungry brute, its obvious pleasure and satisfaction, too, at having won the human to its mysterious purpose — these were colors in the strange picture that Hyde thought of later when dealing with the human herd in his hotel again. At the moment he was aware chiefly of pathos and affection. The whole business was, of course, not to be believed, but that discovery came later, too, when telling it to others.


The digging continued for fully half an hour before his labor was rewarded by the discovery of a small whitish object. He picked it up and examined it — the finger-bone of a man. Other discoveries then followed quickly and in quantity. The cache was laid bare. He collected nearly the complete skeleton. The skull, however, he found last, and might not have found at all but for the guidance of his strangely alert companion. It lay some few yards away from the central hole now dug, and the wolf stood nuzzling the ground with its nose before Hyde understood that he was meant to dig exactly in that spot for it. Between the beast’s very paws his stake struck hard upon it. He scraped the earth from the bone and examined it carefully. It was perfect, save for the fact that some wild animal had gnawed it, the teeth-marks being still plainly visible. Close beside it lay the rusty iron head of a tomahawk. This and the smallness of the bones confirmed him in his judgement that it was the skeleton not of a white man, but of an Indian.


During the excitement of the discovery of the bones one by one, and finally of the skull, but, more especially, during the period of intense interest while Hyde was examining them, he had paid little, if any, attention to the wolf. He was aware that it sat and watched him, never moving its keen eyes for a single moment from the actual operations, but of sign or movement it made none at all. He knew that it was pleased and satisfied, he knew also that he had now fulfilled its purpose in a great measure. The further intuition that now came to him, derived, he felt positive, from his companion’s dumb desire, was perhaps the cream of the entire experience to him. Gathering the bones together in his coat, he carried them, together with the tomahawk, to the foot of the big spruce where the animal had first stopped. His leg actually touched the creature’s muzzle as he passed. It turned its head to watch, but did not follow, nor did it move a muscle while he prepared the platform of boughs upon which he then laid the poor worn bones of an Indian who had been killed, doubtless, in sudden attack or ambush, and to whose remains had been denied the last grace of proper tribal burial. He wrapped the bones in bark; he laid the tomahawk beside the skull; he lit the circular fire round the pyre, and the blue smoke rose upward into the clear bright sunshine of the Canadian autumn morning till it was lost among the mighty trees far overhead.


In the moment before actually lighting the little fire he had turned to note what his companion did. It sat five yards away, he saw, gazing intently, and one of its front paws was raised a little from the ground. It made no sign of any kind. He finished the work, becoming so absorbed in it that he had eyes for nothing but the tending and guarding of his careful ceremonial fire. It was only when the platform of boughs collapsed, laying their charred burden gently on the fragrant earth among the soft wood ashes, that he turned again, as though to show the wolf what he had done, and seek, perhaps, some look of satisfaction in its curiously expressive eyes. But the place he searched was empty. The wolf had gone.


He did not see it again; it gave no sign of its presence anywhere; he was not watched. He fished as before, wandered through the bush about his camp, sat smoking round his fire after dark, and slept peacefully in his cozy little tent. He was not disturbed. No howl was ever audible in the distant forest, no twig snapped beneath a stealthy tread, he saw no eyes. The wolf that behaved like a man had gone forever.


It was the day before he left that Hyde, noticing smoke rising from the shack across the lake, paddled over to exchange a word or two with the Indian, who had evidently now returned. The Redskin came down to meet him as he landed, but it was soon plain that he spoke very little English. He emitted the familiar grunts at first; then bit by bit Hyde stirred his limited vocabulary into action. The net result, however, was slight enough, though it was certainly direct:


“You camp there?” the man asked, pointing to the other side.


“Yes.”


“Wolf come?”


“Yes.”


“You see wolf?”


“Yes.”


The Indian stared at him fixedly a moment, a keen, wondering look upon his coppery, creased face.


“You ’fraid wolf?” he asked after a moment’s pause.


“No,” replied Hyde, truthfully. He knew it was useless to ask questions of his own, though he was eager for information. The other would have told him nothing. It was sheer luck that the man had touched on the subject at all, and Hyde realized that his own best rôle was merely to answer, but to ask no questions. Then, suddenly, the Indian became comparatively voluble. There was awe in his voice and manner.


“Him no wolf. Him big medicine wolf. Him spirit wolf.”


Whereupon he drank the tea the other had brewed for him, closed his lips tightly, and said no more. His outline was discernible on the shore, rigid and motionless, an hour later, when Hyde’s canoe turned the corner of the lake three miles away, and landed to make the portages up the first rapid of his homeward stream.


It was Morton who, after some persuasion, supplied further details of what he called the legend. Some hundred years before, the tribe that lived in the territory beyond the lake began their annual medicine-making ceremonies on the big rocky bluff at the northern end; but no medicine could be made. The spirits, declared the chief medicine man, would not answer. They were offended. An investigation followed. It was discovered that a young brave had recently killed a wolf, a thing strictly forbidden, since the wolf was the totem animal of the tribe. To make matters worse, the name of the guilty man was Running Wolf. The offense being unpardonable, the man was cursed and driven from the tribe:


“Go out. Wander alone among the woods, and if we see you we slay you. Your bones shall be scattered in the forest, and your spirit shall not enter the Happy Hunting Grounds till one of another race shall find and bury them.”


“Which meant,” explained Morton laconically, his only comment on the story, “probably forever.”
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His house is the last in the village. Towards the forest the houses become more and more scattered, reaching out to the wild of the wood as if they yearned to separate themselves from the swarm that clusters about the church and the inn. And his house has taken so long a stride from the others that it is held to the village by no more than the slender thread of a long footpath. Yet the house is set with its face towards us, and has an air of resolutely holding on to the safety of our common life, as if dismayed at its boldness in swimming so far it had turned and desperately grasped the life-line of that footpath.


He lived alone, a strange man, surly and reticent. Some said that he had a sinister look; and on those rare occasions when he joined us at the inn, after sunset, he sat aside and spoke little.


I was surprised when, as we came out of the inn one night, he took my arm and asked me if I would go home with him. The moon was at the full, and the black shadows of the dispersing crowd that lunged down the street seemed to gesticulate an alarm of weird dismay. The village was momentarily mad with the clatter of footsteps and the noise of laughter, and somewhere down towards the forest a dog was baying.


I wondered if I had not misunderstood him.


As he watched my hesitation his face pleaded with me. “There are times when a man is glad of company,” he said.


We spoke little as we passed through the village towards the silences of his lonely house. But when we came to the footpath he stopped and looked back.


“I live between two worlds,” he said, “the wild and—” he paused before he rejected the obvious antithesis, and concluded — “the restrained.”


“Are we so restrained?” I asked, staring at the huddle of black-and-silver houses clinging to their refuge on the hill.


He murmured something about a “compact,” and my thoughts turned to the symbol of the chalk-white church-tower that dominated the honeycomb of the village.


“The compact of public opinion,” he said more boldly.


My imagination lagged. I was thinking less of him than of the transfiguration of the familiar scene before me. I did not remember ever to have studied it thus under the reflections of a full moon. An echo of his word, differently accented, drifted through my mind. I saw our life as being in truth compact, little and limited.


He took up his theme again when we had entered the house and were facing each other across the table, in a room that looked out over the forest. The shutters were unfastened, the window open, and I could see how, on the further shore of the wastelands, the light feebly ebbed and died against the black cliff of the wood.


“We have to choose between freedom and safety,” he said. “The individual is too wild and dangerous for the common life. He must make his agreement with the community; submit to become a member of the people’s body. But I—” he paused and laughed — “I have taken the liberty of looking out of the back window.”


While he spoke I had been aware of a sound that seemed to come from below the floor of the room in which we were sitting. And when he laughed I fancied that I heard the response of a He looked at me mockingly across the table.


“It’s an echo from the jungle,” he said. “Some trick of reflected sound. I can always hear it in this room at night.”


I shivered and stood up. “I prefer the safety of our common life,” I told him. “It may be that I have a limited mind and am afraid, but I find my happiness in the joys of security and shelter. The wild terrifies me.”


“A limited mind?” he commented. “Probably it is rather that you lack a fire in the blood.”


I was glad to leave him, and he on his part made no effort to detain me.


It was not long after this visit of mine that the people first began to whisper about him in the village. At the beginning they brought no charge against him, talking only of his strangeness and of his separation from our common interests. But presently I heard a story of some fierce wild animal that he caged and tortured in the prison of his house. One said that he had heard it screaming in the night, and another that he had heard it beating against the door. And some argued that it was a threat to our safety, since the beast might escape and make its way into the village; and some that such brutality, even though it were to a wild animal, could not be tolerated. But I wondered inwardly whether the affair were any business of ours so long as he kept the beast to himself.


I was a member of the Council that year, and so took part in the voting when presently the case was laid before us. But no vote of mine would have helped him if I had dared to overcome my reluctance and speak in his favor. For whatever reservations may have been secretly withheld by the members of the Council, they were unanimous in condemning him.


We went, six of us, in full daylight, to search his house. He received us with a laugh, and told us that we might seek at our leisure. But though we sought high and low, peering and tapping, we found no evidence that any wild thing had ever been concealed there.


And within a month of the day of our search he left the village.


I saw him alone once before he went, and he told me that he had chosen for the wild and freedom, that he could no longer endure to be held to the village even by the thread of the footpath.


But he did not thank me for having allowed the search of his house to be conducted by daylight, although he knew that I at least was sure no echo of the forest could be heard in that little room of his save in the transfigured hours between the dusk and the dawn.
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John Barron was frankly puzzled. He could not make it out at all. He had lived in the place all his life – save for the few years spent at Rugby and Oxford – and nothing of the sort had happened to him before. His people had occupied the estate for generations past; and there was neither record nor tradition of anything of the kind. He did not like it at all. It seemed like an intrusion upon the respectability of his family. And John Barron had a very good opinion of his family.


Certainly he was entitled to have a good opinion of it. He came from a good stock: his ancestry was one to be proud of: his coat of arms had quarterings that few could display: and his immediate forbears had kept up the reputation of their ancestors. He himself could boast a career without reproach: the short time he had spent at the bar was marked by considerable success and still more promise – a promise cut short by the death of his father and his recall to Bannerton to take up the duties of squire, magistrate and county magnate.


In the eyes of his friends and of people generally, he was a man to be envied. He had an ample fortune, a delightful house and estate, hosts of friends, and the best of health. What could a man wish for more? The ladies of the neighborhood said that he lacked only one thing, and that was a wife. But it may be that they were not entirely unprejudiced judges – the unmarried ones, at any rate. But up till the time of our story John Barron had shown no sign of marrying. He used to boast that he was neither married, nor engaged, nor courting, nor had he his eye on anyone.


And now this annoyance had come to trouble and puzzle him! What had he done to deserve it? True, he might take the comfort to his soul that it was no immediate concern of his. The affair had not happened to any member of his family or household. Why then should he not mind his own business? But he felt that it was his business. It had happened within the bounds of his manor and almost within sight of his windows. If anything tangible could be connected with it, he was the magistrate whose duty it would be to investigate the matter. But up till the present there was nothing tangible for him to deal with.


The whole business was a mystery: and John Barron disapproved of mysteries. Mysteries savored of detectives and the police court. When unraveled they usually proved to be sordid and undesirable; and when not unraveled they brought with them a vague sense of discomfort and of danger. As a lawyer he held that mysteries had no right to exist. That they should continue to exist was a sort of reflection on the profession, as well as upon the public intelligence.


And yet here was the parish of Bannerton in the hands of a mystery of the first water. As a magistrate, John Barron had officially looked into the matter; and, as a lawyer, he had spent some hours in carefully considering it; but entirely without any practical result. The mystery was not merely unsolved: it had even thickened!


This was the history with which he was faced. A fortnight before, the occupants of a cottage on the outskirts of the village – a gardener and his wife – had left their little daughter of three years old in the house while they went on an errand. The child was soundly asleep in its cot; and they locked the door as they went out. They were absent about twenty minutes; and were nearing the house when they heard the screams of a child. The father rushed forward, unlocked the door, and the two parents entered together.


The child’s cot was in the living room into which the front door opened. As they went in, the screams ceased and a terrible gasping sound took their place. Then they saw that the cot was hidden by some dark body that seemed to be lying on it. This they hardly saw, though they were quite clear that it was there, for it seemed to melt away like a mist when they rushed into the room. Certainly it was nothing solid, for it completely disappeared without a sound. It could not have dashed out through the door, for the parents were hardly clear of the door when it vanished.


They had returned only just in time to save the life of the child. At first it was doubtful if they were in time, for the doctor held out little hope. But after a day or two, the child took a turn for the better, and was now out of danger. It had evidently been attacked by some kind of savage animal, which had torn at its throat and had only just failed to sever the arteries of the neck. In the opinion of the doctor and of John Barron himself, the wounds suggested that the assailant had been a very large dog. But it was strange that a dog on such size had not done far worse damage. One might have expected that it would have killed the child with a single bite.


But was it a dog? If so, how did it enter the house? The door in front was locked, as we have seen; that at the back was bolted; and all the windows were shut and fastened. There was no apparent way by which it could possibly have got into the house. And we have already seen that its way of going was equally mysterious.


The most careful examination of the room and of the premises generally failed to yield the smallest clue. Nothing had been disturbed or damaged, and there were no footprints. The only thing at all unusual was the presence of an earthy or moldy odor which was noticed by the doctor when he entered the room and also by some other persons who were on the scene soon afterwards. John Barron had the same impression when he went to the cottage some hours later, but the odor was then so faint that he could not be at all sure about its existence.


By way of embroidery to the story came two or three items of local gossip of the usual sort. An old woman near by said that she was looking out of her window to see the state of the weather a little earlier in the evening, when she saw a huge black dog run across the lane and go in the direction of the cottage. According to her tale, the dog limped as if lame or very much tired.


Three people said they had been disturbed for two or three nights previous by the howling of a dog in the distance; and a farmer in the parish complained that his sheep had apparently been chased about the field during the night by some wandering dog. He loudly vowed vengeance on dogs in general; but, as none of the sheep had been worried, nobody took much notice. All these tales came to the ears of John Barron; but to a man accustomed to weigh evidence they were negligible.


But he attached much more importance to another piece of evidence, if such it might be called. As the injured child began to get better, and was able to talk, an attempt was made to find out if it could give any information about the attack. As it had been asleep when attacked, it did not see the arrival of its assailant; and the only thing it could tell was,


“Nasty, ugly lady bit me!”


This seemed absurd; but, when asked about the dog, it persisted in saying, “No dog. Nasty ugly lady!”


The parents were inclined to laugh at what they thought a mere childish fancy; but the trained lawyer was considerably impressed by it. To him there were three facts available. The wounds seemed to have been caused by a large dog: the child said she had been bitten by an ugly lady: and the parents had actually seen the form of the assailant. Unfortunately it had disappeared before they could make out any details; but they said it was about the size of a very large dog, and was dark in color.


The local gossip was of small importance and was such as might be expected under the circumstances. But, for what it was worth, it all pointed to a dog or dog-like animal. But how could it have entered the closed house; how did it get away; and why did the child persist in her story of an ugly lady? The only theory that would at all fit the case was that supplied by the old Norse legends of the werewolf. But who believes such stories now?


So it was not to be wondered at that John Barron was puzzled. He was rather annoyed too. Bannerton had its average amount of crime; but it was in a small way and could generally be disposed of at the petty sessions. It was not often that a case had to be sent to the assizes, and the newspapers seldom got any sensational copy from the quiet little place. He reflected with some small satisfaction that it was lucky the child had not died; for in that case there must have been an inquest and the inevitable publicity. If his suspicions were well founded, the case would have yielded something far more sensational than generally falls to the lot of the local reporter.


But a day or two later he had more to ponder over. Things had developed – and in a way that he did not like. The farmer had again complained that his sheep had been chased about the field during the night; and this time more damage had been done. Two of the sheep had died; but the strange thing was that they had hardly been bitten at all. Their wounds were so slight that their death could only be attributed to fright and exhaustion. It was very curious that the dog – if dog it was – had not mauled them worse and made a meal of them. The suggestion that it was some very small dog was negatived by the fact that what wounds there were must have been made by a large animal. It really looked as if the animal had not sufficient strength to finish its evil work.


But John Barron had another item of evidence which he was keeping to himself for the present. During each of the two past nights he had woke up without any apparent reason soon after midnight. And each time he had heard the Cry in the Night. It was a voice borne on the night air which he never expected to hear in England; and least of all in Bannerton. The voice came from the moor that stood above the little hamlet; and it rose and fell on the silence like the cry of a spirit in distress. It began with a low wail of unspeakable sadness; then rose and fell in lamentable ululations; and then died away into sobs and silence.


The voice came at intervals for more than an hour: and the second night it was stronger and seemed nearer than the first. John Barron had no difficulty in recognizing that long-drawn cry. He had heard it before when traveling in the wilder parts of Russia. It was the howling of a wolf!


But there are no wolves in England. True, it might have been an escaped animal from some traveling menagerie; but such an animal would have made worse havoc of the sheep. And if this was the assailant of the little child, how did it get in; how did it get away; and why did the child still persist in saying that it was not a dog but a lady who bit her?


The next few days saw the plot thicken. Other people heard the voice in the night, and put it down to a stray dog out on the moor. Another farmer’s sheep were worried, and this time one of them was partly eaten. So a chase was arranged, and all the local farmers and many other people banded together to hunt the sheep-killer. For two days the moor was scoured, and the adjacent woods thoroughly beaten, but without coming across any signs of the miscreant.


But John Barron heard a story from one of the farmers that set him thinking. He noticed that this man seemed to avoid a little thicket beside the moor, suggesting that there was a better path at some distance from it; and after some pressing he explained the real reason for this. But he was careful to add that of course he was not himself superstitious, but his wife had queer notions and had begged him to avoid the place.


It seemed that not long before, some wandering gipsies who from time to time camped on the moor, had secretly buried an old woman in the thicket and had never returned to the moor since. Of course there were the inevitable additions to a tale of this sort. The old lady was alleged to have been the queen of the gipsy tribe; and she was also said to have been a witch of the most malignant kind; and these were supposed to have been the reasons for her secret burial in this lonely spot. It did not seem to occur to the farmer that the gipsies thus saved the expense of a regular funeral. Very few people knew the story, and they thought it well to hold their peace. It was not worth while to make enemies of the gipsies, who could so easily have their revenge by robbing hen-roosts or even by driving cattle; to say nothing of the more mysterious doings with which they were credited.


John Barron began to put things together. The whole business had a distinct resemblance to the tales of the werewolf in the Scandinavian literature of the Middle Ages. Here we had a woman of suspicious reputation buried in a lonely place without Christian rites; and soon afterwards a mysterious wolf roams the district in search of blood – just like the werewolf. But who believes such stories now, except a few ghost-ridden cranks with shattered nerves and unbalanced minds? The whole thing is absurd.


Still, the mystery had to be cleared up; for John Barron had not the slightest intention of letting it simply slide into the refuse heap of unsolved problems. He kept his own counsel; but he meant to get to the bottom of it. Perhaps if he had realized the horror that lay at the bottom of it, he would have let it alone.


In the meantime the farmers had taken their own steps to deal with the sheep-worrying nuisance. Tempting morsels, judiciously seasoned with poison, were laid about; but with the sole result of causing the untimely death of a valued sheep-dog. Night after night the younger men, armed with guns, sat up and watched; but without success. Nothing happened, the sheep were undisturbed, and it really seemed as if the invader had left the neighborhood. But John Barron knew that once a dog has taken to worrying sheep, it can never be cured. If the mysterious visitor was a dog, he would most certainly return if still alive and able to travel: if it was not a dog – well, anything might happen. So he continued to watch even after the general hunt for the dog had ceased.


Soon he had his reward. One very dark and stormy night, he again heard the distant voice in the night. It came very faintly rising and falling on the air, for the breeze was strong and the sound had to travel against the wind. Then he left the house, carrying his gun, and took up his post on rising ground that commanded the road that led from the moor.


Presently the cry came nearer, and then nearer still, till it was evident that the wolf had left the moor and was approaching the farms. Several dogs barked; but they were not the barks of challenge and defiance, but rather the timid yelps of fear. Then the howling came from a turn in the road so close at hand that John Barron, who was by no means a timid or nervous man, could hardly resist a shudder.


He silently cocked his gun, crept softly from behind the hedge into the road, and waited. Then a small, shrivelled old woman came into sight, walking with the aid of a stick. She hobbled along with surprising briskness for so old a woman until a turn in the road brought her suddenly face to face with him. And then something happened.


He was not a man addicted to fancies; nor was he at all lacking in powers of description as a rule; but he could never state quite clearly what it was that really happened. Probably it was because he did not quite know. He could only speak of an impression rather than of certain experience. According to him, the old woman gave him one glance of unspeakable malignancy; and then he seemed to become dazed or semi-conscious for a moment. It could have been only a matter of a second or two: but during that short space of time the old woman vanished. John Barron pulled himself together just in time to see a large wolf disappear round the turn of the road.


Naturally enough, he was somewhat confused by his startling experience. But there was no doubt about the presence of the wolf. He only just saw it; but he saw it quite clearly for about a second of time. Whether the wolf accompanied the old woman, or the old woman turned into a wolf, he neither saw nor could know. But each supposition was open to many obvious objections.


John Barron spent some time next day in thinking the thing out; and then it suddenly occurred to him to visit the thicket by the moorside and see the grave of the gipsy. He did not expect that there would be anything to see; but still it might be worth while to take a look at the place.


So he strolled in that direction early in the afternoon.


The thicket occupied a kind of little dell lying under the edge of the moor and was densely filled with small trees and undergrowth. But a scarcely visible path led into it; and, pushing his way through, he found that there was a small open space in the middle. Evidently this was the site of the gipsy grave.


And there he found it: but he found more than he expected. Not only was the grave there, but it lay open! The loose earth was heaped up on either side, and had the appearance of having been scraped out by some animal. And, sure enough, the footprints of a very large dog or wolf were to be seen in several places.


John Barron was simply horrified to find that the grave had been thus desecrated – and apparently in a manner that suggested an even worse horror. But, after a moment of hesitation, he stepped to the edge of the grave and looked in. What he saw was less appalling than he feared. There lay the coffin, exposed to view; but there was no sign that it had been opened or tampered with in any way.


There was evidently only one thing to be done, and that was to cover up the coffin decently and fill in the grave again. He would borrow a spade at the nearest cottage on some pretense and get the job done. He turned away to do this; but as he went through the thicket he could have sworn that he heard a sound like muffled laughter! And he could not get away from the notion that the laughter had some quality closely resembling the howling of a wolf. He called himself a fool for thinking such a thing – but he thought it all the same.


He borrowed the spade and filled the grave, beating the earth down as hard as he could; and again, as he turned away after completing the task, he heard that muffled laugh. But this time it was even less distinct than before, and somehow it sounded underground. He was rather glad to get away.


It may well be imagined that he had plenty to occupy his thoughts for the rest of the day; and even when he sought to sleep he could not. He lay tossing uneasily, thinking all the time of the mysterious grave and the events that certainly seemed now to be connected with it. Then, soon after midnight, he heard the voice in the night again. The wolf howled a long way off at first; then came a long interval of silence; and then the voice sounded so close to the house that Barron started up in alarm and he heard his dog give a cry of fear. Then the silence fell again; and some time later the howling was again heard in the distance.


Next morning he found his favorite dog lying dead beside his kennel; and it was only too evident how he had met his end. His neck was almost severed by one fearful bite; but the strange thing was that there was very little blood to be seen. A closer examination showed that the dog had bled to death; but where was the blood? Natural wolves tear their prey and devour it. They do not suck its blood. What kind of a wolf could this be?


John Barron found the answer next day. He was walking in the direction of the moor late in the afternoon, as it grew towards dusk, when he heard shrieks of terror coming from a little side lane.


He ran to the rescue, and there he saw a little child of the village lying on the ground, with a huge wolf in the act of tearing at its throat.


Fortunately he had his gun with him; and, as the wolf sprang off its victim when he shouted, he fired. The range was a short one, and the beast got the full force of the charge. It bounded into the air and fell in a heap. But it got up again, and went off in a limping gallop in the way that wolves will often do even when mortally wounded. It made for the moor.


John Barron saw that it had received its death wound, and so gave it no further attention for the moment. Some men came running up at his shouts, and with their assistance he took the wounded child to the local doctor. Happily he had been in time to save its life.


Then he reloaded his gun, took a man with him, and followed the track of the wolf. It was not difficult to follow, for blood-stains on the road at frequent intervals showed plainly enough that it was severely wounded. As Barron expected, the track led straight to the thicket and entered it.


The two men followed cautiously; but they found no wolf. In the midst of the thicket lay the grave once more uncovered. And there beside it lay the body of a little old woman, drenched with blood. She was quite dead, and the terrible gunshot wound in her side told its own story. And the two men noticed that her canine teeth projected slightly beyond her lips on each side – like those of a snarling wolf – and they were blood-stained.
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— I —


As the little steamer entered the bay of Kettletoft in the Orkneys the beach at Sanday appeared so low that the houses almost seemed to be standing in the water; and to the big, dark man leaning over the rail of the upper deck the sight of them came with a pang of mingled pain and pleasure. The scene, to his eyes, had not changed. The houses, the low shore, the flat treeless country beyond, the vast open sky, all looked exactly the same as when he left the island thirty years ago to work for the Hudson Bay Company in distant N. W. Canada. A lad of eighteen then, he was now a man of forty-eight, old for his years, and this was the home-coming he had so often dreamed about in the lonely wilderness of trees where he had spent his life. Yet his grim face wore an anxious rather than a tender expression. The return was perhaps not quite as he had pictured it.


Jim Peace had not done too badly, however, in the Company’s service. For an islander, he would be a rich man now; he had not married, he had saved the greater part of his salary, and even in the far-away Post where he had spent so many years there had been occasional opportunities of the kind common to new, wild countries where life and law are in the making. He had not hesitated to take them. None of the big Company Posts, it was true, had come his way, nor had he risen very high in the service; in another two years his turn would have come, yet he had left of his own accord before those two years were up. His decision, judging by the strength in the features, was not due to impulse; the move had been deliberately weighed and calculated; he had renounced his opportunity after full reflection. A man with those steady eyes, with that square jaw and determined mouth, certainly did not act without good reason.


A curious expression now flickered over his weather-hardened face as he saw again his childhood’s home, and the return, so often dreamed about, actually took place at last. An uneasy light flashed for a moment in the deep-set gray eyes, but was quickly gone again, and the tanned visage recovered its accustomed look of stern composure. His keen sight took in a dark knot of figures on the landing-pier — his brother, he knew, among them. A wave of homesickness swept over him. He longed to see his brother again, the old farm, the sweep of open country, the sand-dunes, and the breaking seas. The smell of long-forgotten days came to his nostrils with its sweet, painful pang of youthful memories.


How fine, he thought, to be back there in the old familiar fields of childhood, with sea and sand about him instead of the smother of endless woods that ran a thousand miles without a break. He was glad in particular that no trees were visible, and that rabbits scampering among the dunes were the only wild animals he need ever meet….


Those thirty years in the woods, it seemed, oppressed his mind; the forests, the countless multitudes of trees, had wearied him. His nerves, perhaps, had suffered finally. Snow, frost and sun, stars, and the wind had been his companions during the long days and endless nights in his lonely Post, but chiefly — trees. Trees, trees, trees! On the whole, he had preferred them in stormy weather, though, in another way, their rigid hosts, ’mid the deep silence of still days, had been equally oppressive. In the clear sunlight of a windless day they assumed a waiting, listening, watching aspect that had something spectral in it, but when in motion — well, he preferred a moving animal to one that stood stock-still and stared. Wind, moreover, in a million trees, even the lightest breeze, drowned all other sounds — the howling of the wolves, for instance, in winter, or the ceaseless harsh barking of the husky dogs he so disliked.


Even on this warm September afternoon a slight shiver ran over him as the background of dead years loomed up behind the present scene. He thrust the picture back, deep down inside himself. The self-control, the strong, even violent will that the face betrayed, came into operation instantly. The background was background; it belonged to what was past, and the past was over and done with. It was dead. Jim meant it to stay dead.


The figure waving to him from the pier was his brother. He knew Tom instantly; the years had dealt easily with him in this quiet island; there was no startling, no unkindly change, and a deep emotion, though unexpressed, rose in his heart. It was good to be home again, he realized, as he sat presently in the cart, Tom holding the reins, driving slowly back to the farm at the north end of the island. Everything he found familiar, yet at the same time strange. They passed the school where he used to go as a little barelegged boy; other boys were now learning their lessons exactly as he used to do. Through the open window he could hear the droning voice of the schoolmaster, who, though invisible, wore the face of Mr. Lovibond, his own teacher.


“Lovibond?” said Tom, in reply to his question. “Oh, he’s been dead these twenty years. He went south, you know — Glasgow, I think it was, or Edinburgh. He got typhoid.”


Stands of golden plover were to be seen as of old in the fields, or flashing overhead in swift flight with a whir of wings, wheeling and turning together like one huge bird. Down on the empty shore a curlew cried. Its piercing note rose clear above the noisy clamor of the gulls. The sun played softly on the quiet sea, the air was keen but pleasant, the tang of salt mixed sweetly with the clean smells of open country that he knew so well. Nothing of essentials had changed, even the low clouds beyond the heaving uplands were the clouds of childhood.


They came presently to the sand-dunes, where rabbits sat at their burrow-mouths, or ran helter-skelter across the road in front of the slow cart.


“They’re safe till the colder weather comes and trapping begins,” he mentioned. It all came back to him in detail.


“And they know it, too — the canny little beggars,” replied Tom. “Any rabbits out where you’ve been?” he asked casually.


“Not to hurt you,” returned his brother shortly.


Nothing seemed changed, although everything seemed different. He looked upon the old, familiar things, but with other eyes. There were, of course, changes, alterations, yet so slight, in a way so odd and curious, that they evaded him; not being of the physical order, they reported to his soul, not to his mind. But his soul, being troubled, sought to deny the changes; to admit them meant to admit a change in himself he had determined to conceal even if he could not entirely deny it.


“Same old place, Tom,” came one of his rare remarks. “The years ain’t done much to it.” He looked into his brother’s face a moment squarely. “Nor to you, either, Tom,” he added, affection and tenderness just touching his voice and breaking through a natural reserve that was almost taciturnity.


His brother returned the look; and something in that instant passed between the two men, something of understanding that no words had hinted at, much less expressed. The tie was real, they loved each other, they were loyal, true, steadfast fellows. In youth they had known no secrets. The shadow that now passed and vanished left a vague trouble in both hearts.


“The forests,” said Tom slowly, “have made a silent man of you, Jim. You’ll miss them here, I’m thinking.”


“Maybe,” was the curt reply, “but I guess not.”


His lips snapped to as though they were of steel and could never open again, while the tone he used made Tom realize that the subject was not one his brother cared to talk about particularly. He was surprised, therefore, when, after a pause, Jim returned to it of his own accord. He was sitting a little sideways as he spoke, taking in the scene with hungry eyes. “It’s a queer thing,” he observed, “to look round and see nothing but clean empty land, and not a single tree in sight. You see, it don’t look natural quite.”


Again his brother was struck by the tone of voice, but this time by something else as well he could not name. Jim was excusing himself, explaining. The manner, too, arrested him. And thirty years disappeared as though they had not been, for it was thus Jim acted as a boy when there was something unpleasant he had to say and wished to get it over. The tone, the gesture, the manner, all were there. He was edging up to something he wished to say, yet dared not utter.


“You’ve had enough of trees then?” Tom said sympathetically, trying to help, “and things?”


The instant the last two words were out he realized that they had been drawn from him instinctively, and that it was the anxiety of deep affection which had prompted them. He had guessed without knowing he had guessed, or rather, without intention or attempt to guess. Jim had a secret. Love’s clairvoyance had discovered it, though not yet its hidden terms.


“I have—” began the other, then paused, evidently to choose his words with care. “I’ve had enough of trees.” He was about to speak of something that his brother had unwittingly touched upon in his chance phrase, but instead of finding the words he sought, he gave a sudden start, his breath caught sharply. “What’s that?” he exclaimed, jerking his body round so abruptly that Tom automatically pulled the reins. “What is it?”


“A dog barking,” Tom answered, much surprised. “A farm dog barking. Why? What did you think it was?” he asked, as he flicked the horse to go on again. “You made me jump,” he added, with a laugh. “You’re used to huskies, ain’t you?”


“It sounded so — not like a dog, I mean,” came the slow explanation. “It’s long since I heard a sheepdog bark, I suppose it startled me.”


“Oh, it’s a dog all right,” Tom assured him comfortingly, for his heart told him infallibly the kind of tone to use. And presently, too, he changed the subject in his blunt, honest fashion, knowing that, also, was the right and kindly thing to do. He pointed out the old farms as they drove along, his brother silent again, sitting stiff and rigid at his side. “And it’s good to have you back, Jim, from those outlandish places. There are not too many of the family left now — just you and I, as a matter of fact.”


“Just you and I,” the other repeated gruffly, but in a sweetened tone that proved he appreciated the ready sympathy and tact. “We’ll stick together, Tom, eh? Blood’s thicker than water, ain’t it? I’ve learnt that much, anyhow.”


The voice had something gentle and appealing in it, something his brother heard now for the first time. An elbow nudged into his side, and Tom knew the gesture was not solely a sign of affection, but grew partly also from the comfort born of physical contact when the heart is anxious. The touch, like the last words, conveyed an appeal for help. Tom was so surprised he couldn’t believe it quite.


Scared! Jim scared! The thought puzzled and afflicted him who knew his brother’s character inside out, his courage, his presence of mind in danger, his resolution. Jim frightened seemed an impossibility, a contradiction in terms; he was the kind of man who did not know the meaning of fear, who shrank from nothing, whose spirits rose highest when things appeared most hopeless. It must, indeed, be an uncommon, even a terrible danger that could shake such nerves; yet Tom saw the signs and read them clearly. Explain them he could not, nor did he try. All he knew with certainty was that his brother, sitting now beside him in the cart, hid a secret terror in his heart. Sooner or later, in his own good time, he would share it with him.


He ascribed it, this simple Orkney farmer, to those thirty years of loneliness and exile in wild desolate places, without companionship, without the society of women, with only Indians, husky dogs, a few trappers or fur-dealers like himself, but none of the wholesome, natural influences that sweeten life within reach. Thirty years was a long, long time. He began planning schemes to help. Jim must see people as much as possible, and his mind ran quickly over the men and women available. In women the neighborhood was not rich, but there were several men of the right sort who might be useful, good fellows all. There was John Rossiter, another old Hudson Bay man, who had been factor at Cartwright, Labrador, for many years, and had returned long ago to spend his last days in civilization. There was Sandy McKay, also back from a long spell of rubber-planting in Malay…. Tom was still busy making plans when they reached the old farm and presently sat down to their first meal together since that early breakfast thirty years ago before Jim caught the steamer that bore him off to exile — an exile that now returned him with nerves unstrung and a secret terror hidden in his heart.


“I’ll ask no questions,” he decided. “Jim will tell me in his own good time. And meanwhile, I’ll get him to see as many folks as possible.” He meant it too; yet not only for his brother’s sake. Jim’s terror was so vivid it had touched his own heart too.


“Ah, a man can open his lungs here and breathe!” exclaimed Jim, as the two came out after supper and stood before the house, gazing across the open country. He drew a deep breath as though to prove his assertion, exhaling with slow satisfaction again. “It’s good to see a clear horizon and to know there’s all that water between — between me and where I’ve been.” He turned his face to watch the plover in the sky, then looked towards the distant shoreline where the sea was just visible in the long evening light. “There can’t be too much water for me,” he added, half to himself. “I guess they can’t cross water — not that much water at any rate.”


Tom stared, wondering uneasily what to make of it.


“At the trees again, Jim?” he said laughingly. He had overheard the last words, though spoken low, and thought it best not to ignore them altogether. To be natural was the right way, he believed, natural and cheery. To make a joke of anything unpleasant, he felt, was to make it less serious. “I’ve never seen a tree come across the Atlantic yet, except as a mast — dead,” he added.


“I wasn’t thinking of the trees just then,” was the blunt reply, “but of — something else. The damned trees are nothing, though I hate the sight of ’em. Not of much account, anyway” — as though he compared them mentally with another thing. He puffed at his pipe, a moment.


“They certainly can’t move,” put in his brother, “nor swim either.”


“Nor another thing,” said Jim, his voice thick suddenly, but not with smoke, and his speech confused, though the idea in his mind was certainly clear as daylight. “Things can’t hide behind ’em — can they?”


“Not much cover hereabouts, I admit,” laughed Tom, though the look in his brother’s eyes made his laughter as short as it sounded unnatural.


“That’s so,” agreed the other. “But what I meant was” — he threw out his chest, looked about him with an air of intense relief, drew in another deep breath, and again exhaled with satisfaction — “if there are no trees, there’s no hiding.”


It was the expression on the rugged, weathered face that sent the blood in a sudden gulping rush from his brother’s heart. He had seen men frightened, seen men afraid before they were actually frightened; he had also seen men stiff with terror in the face both of natural and so-called supernatural things; but never in his life before had he seen the look of unearthly dread that now turned his brother’s face as white as chalk and yet put the glow of fire in two haunted burning eyes.


Across the darkening landscape the sound of distant barking had floated to them on the evening wind.


“It’s only a farm-dog barking.” Yet it was Jim’s deep, quiet voice that said it, one hand upon his brother’s arm.


“That’s all,” replied Tom, ashamed that he had betrayed himself, and realizing with a shock of surprise that it was Jim who now played the rôle of comforter — a startling change in their relations. “Why, what did you think it was?”


He tried hard to speak naturally and easily, but his voice shook. So deep was the brothers’ love and intimacy that they could not help but share.


Jim lowered his great head. “I thought,” he whispered, his gray beard touching the other’s cheek, “maybe it was the wolves” — an agony of terror made both voice and body tremble — “the Wolves of God!”





— II —


The interval of thirty years had been bridged easily enough; it was the secret that left the open gap neither of them cared or dared to cross. Jim’s reason for hesitation lay within reach of guesswork, but Tom’s silence was more complicated.


With strong, simple men, strangers to affectation or pretense, reserve is a real, almost a sacred thing. Jim offered nothing more; Tom asked no single question. In the latter’s mind lay, for one thing, a singular intuitive certainty: that if he knew the truth he would lose his brother. How, why, wherefore, he had no notion; whether by death, or because, having told an awful thing, Jim would hide — physically or mentally — he knew not, nor even asked himself. No subtlety lay in Tom, the Orkney farmer. He merely felt that a knowledge of the truth involved separation which was death.


Day and night, however, that extraordinary phrase which, at its first hearing, had frozen his blood, ran on beating in his mind. With it came always the original, nameless horror that had held him motionless where he stood, his brother’s bearded lips against his ear: The Wolves of God. In some dim way, he sometimes felt — tried to persuade himself, rather — the horror did not belong to the phrase alone, but was a sympathetic echo of what Jim felt himself. It had entered his own mind and heart. They had always shared in this same strange, intimate way. The deep brotherly tie accounted for it. Of the possible transference of thought and emotion he knew nothing, but this was what he meant perhaps.


At the same time he fought and strove to keep it out, not because it brought uneasy and distressing feelings to him, but because he did not wish to pry, to ascertain, to discover his brother’s secret as by some kind of subterfuge that seemed too near to eavesdropping almost. Also, he wished most earnestly to protect him. Meanwhile, in spite of himself, or perhaps because of himself, he watched his brother as a wild animal watches its young. Jim was the only tie he had on earth. He loved him with a brother’s love, and Jim, similarly, he knew, loved him. His job was difficult. Love alone could guide him.


He gave openings, but he never questioned:


“Your letter did surprise me, Jim. I was never so delighted in my life. You had still two years to run.”


“I’d had enough,” was the short reply. “God, man, it was good to get home again!”


This, and the blunt talk that followed their first meeting, was all Tom had to go upon, while those eyes that refused to shut watched ceaselessly always. There was improvement, unless, which never occurred to Tom, it was self-control; there was no more talk of trees and water, the barking of the dogs passed unnoticed, no reference to the loneliness of the backwoods life passed his lips; he spent his days fishing, shooting, helping with the work of the farm, his evenings smoking over a glass — he was more than temperate — and talking over the days of long ago.


The signs of uneasiness still were there, but they were negative, far more suggestive, therefore, than if open and direct. He desired no company, for instance — an unnatural thing, thought Tom, after so many years of loneliness.


It was this and the awkward fact that he had given up two years before his time was finished, renouncing, therefore, a comfortable pension — it was these two big details that stuck with such unkind persistence in his brother’s thoughts. Behind both, moreover, ran ever the strange whispered phrase. What the words meant, or whence they were derived, Tom had no possible inkling. Like the wicked refrain of some forbidden song, they haunted him day and night, even his sleep not free from them entirely. All of which, to the simple Orkney farmer, was so new an experience that he knew not how to deal with it at all. Too strong to be flustered, he was at any rate bewildered. And it was for Jim, his brother, he suffered most.


What perplexed him chiefly, however, was the attitude his brother showed towards old John Rossiter. He could almost have imagined that the two men had met and known each other out in Canada, though Rossiter showed him how impossible that was, both in point of time and of geography as well. He had brought them together within the first few days, and Jim, silent, gloomy, morose, even surly, had eyed him like an enemy. Old Rossiter, the milk of human kindness as thick in his veins as cream, had taken no offense. Grizzled veteran of the wilds, he had served his full term with the Company and now enjoyed his well-earned pension. He was full of stories, reminiscences, adventures of every sort and kind; he knew men and values, had seen strange things that only the true wilderness delivers, and he loved nothing better than to tell them over a glass. He talked with Jim so genially and affably that little response was called for luckily, for Jim was glum and unresponsive almost to rudeness. Old Rossiter noticed nothing. What Tom noticed was, chiefly perhaps, his brother’s acute uneasiness. Between his desire to help, his attachment to Rossiter, and his keen personal distress, he knew not what to do or say. The situation was becoming too much for him.


The two families, besides — Peace and Rossiter — had been neighbors for generations, had intermarried freely, and were related in various degrees. He was too fond of his brother to feel ashamed, but he was glad when the visit was over and they were out of their host’s house. Jim had even declined to drink with him.


“They’re good fellows on the island,” said Tom on their way home, “but not specially entertaining, perhaps. We all stick together though. You can trust ’em mostly.”


“I never was a talker, Tom,” came the gruff reply. “You know that.” And Tom, understanding more than he understood, accepted the apology and made generous allowances.


“John likes to talk,” he helped him. “He appreciates a good listener.”


“It’s the kind of talk I’m finished with,” was the rejoinder. “The Company and their goings-on don’t interest me any more. I’ve had enough.”


Tom noticed other things as well with those affectionate eyes of his that did not want to see yet would not close. As the days drew in, for instance, Jim seemed reluctant to leave the house towards evening. Once the full light of day had passed, he kept indoors. He was eager and ready enough to shoot in the early morning, no matter at what hour he had to get up, but he refused point blank to go with his brother to the lake for an evening flight. No excuse was offered; he simply declined to go.


The gap between them thus widened and deepened, while yet in another sense it grew less formidable. Both knew, that is, that a secret lay between them for the first time in their lives, yet both knew also that at the right and proper moment it would be revealed. Jim only waited till the proper moment came. And Tom understood. His deep, simple love was equal to all emergencies. He respected his brother’s reserve. The obvious desire of John Rossiter to talk and ask questions, for instance, he resisted staunchly as far as he was able. Only when he could help and protect his brother did he yield a little. The talk was brief, even monosyllabic; neither the old Hudson Bay fellow nor the Orkney farmer ran to many words:


“He ain’t right with himself,” offered John, taking his pipe out of his mouth and leaning forward. “That’s what I don’t like to see.” He put a skinny hand on Tom’s knee, and looked earnestly into his face as he said it.


“Jim!” replied the other. “Jim ill, you mean!” It sounded ridiculous.


“His mind is sick.”


“I don’t understand,” Tom said, though the truth bit like rough-edged steel into the brother’s heart.


“His soul, then, if you like that better.”


Tom fought with himself a moment, then asked him to be more explicit.


“More’n I can say,” rejoined the laconic old backwoodsman. “I don’t know myself. The woods heal some men and make others sick.”


“Maybe, John, maybe.” Tom fought back his resentment. “You’ve lived, like him, in lonely places. You ought to know.” His mouth shut with a snap, as though he had said too much. Loyalty to his suffering brother caught him strongly. Already his heart ached for Jim. He felt angry with Rossiter for his divination, but perceived, too, that the old fellow meant well and was trying to help him. If he lost Jim, he lost the world — his all.


A considerable pause followed, during which both men puffed their pipes with reckless energy. Both, that is, were a bit excited. Yet both had their code, a code they would not exceed for worlds.


“Jim,” added Tom presently, making an effort to meet the sympathy half way, “ain’t quite up to the mark, I’ll admit that.”


There was another long pause, while Rossiter kept his eyes on his companion steadily, though without a trace of expression in them — a habit that the woods had taught him.


“Jim,” he said at length, with an obvious effort, “is skeered. And it’s the soul in him that’s skeered.”


Tom wavered dreadfully then. He saw that old Rossiter, experienced backwoodsman and taught by the Company as he was, knew where the secret lay, if he did not yet know its exact terms. It was easy enough to put the question, yet he hesitated, because loyalty forbade.


“It’s a dirty outfit somewheres,” the old man mumbled to himself.


Tom sprang to his feet, “If you talk that way,” he exclaimed angrily, “you’re no friend of mine — or his.” His anger gained upon him as he said it. “Say that again,” he cried, “and I’ll knock your teeth—”


He sat back, stunned a moment.


“Forgive me, John,” he faltered, shamed yet still angry. “It’s pain to me, it’s pain. Jim,” he went on, after a long breath and a pull at his glass, “Jim is scared, I know it.” He waited a moment, hunting for the words that he could use without disloyalty. “But it’s nothing he’s done himself,” he said, “nothing to his discredit. I know that.”


Old Rossiter looked up, a strange light in his eyes.


“No offense,” he said quietly.


“Tell me what you know,” cried Tom suddenly, standing up again.


The old factor met his eye squarely, steadfastly. He laid his pipe aside.


“D’ye really want to hear?” he asked in a lowered voice. “Because, if you don’t — why, say so right now. I’m all for justice,” he added, “and always was.”


“Tell me,” said Tom, his heart in his mouth. “Maybe, if I knew — I might help him.” The old man’s words woke fear in him. He well knew his passionate, remorseless sense of justice.


“Help him,” repeated the other. “For a man skeered in his soul there ain’t no help. But — if you want to hear — I’ll tell you.”


“Tell me,” cried Tom. “I will help him,” while rising anger fought back rising fear.


John took another pull at his glass.


“Jest between you and me like.”


“Between you and me,” said Tom. “Get on with it.”


There was a deep silence in the little room. Only the sound of the sea came in, the wind behind it.


“The Wolves,” whispered old Rossiter. “The Wolves of God.”


Tom sat still in his chair, as though struck in the face. He shivered. He kept silent and the silence seemed to him long and curious. His heart was throbbing, the blood in his veins played strange tricks. All he remembered was that old Rossiter had gone on talking. The voice, however, sounded far away and distant. It was all unreal, he felt, as he went homewards across the bleak, windswept upland, the sound of the sea forever in his ears….


Yes, old John Rossiter, damned be his soul, had gone on talking. He had said wild, incredible things. Damned be his soul! His teeth should be smashed for that. It was outrageous, it was cowardly, it was not true.


“Jim,” he thought, “my brother, Jim!” as he plowed his way wearily against the wind. “I’ll teach him. I’ll teach him to spread such wicked tales!” He referred to Rossiter. “God blast these fellows! They come home from their outlandish places and think they can say anything! I’ll knock his yellow dog’s teeth…!”


While, inside, his heart went quailing, crying for help, afraid.


He tried hard to remember exactly what old John had said. Round Garden Lake — that’s where Jim was located in his lonely Post — there was a tribe of Redskins. They were of unusual type. Malefactors among them — thieves, criminals, murderers — were not punished. They were merely turned out by the Tribe to die.


But how?


The Wolves of God took care of them. What were the Wolves of God?


A pack of wolves the Redskins held in awe, a sacred pack, a spirit pack — God curse the man! Absurd, outlandish nonsense! Superstitious humbug! A pack of wolves that punished malefactors, killing but never eating them. “Torn but not eaten,” the words came back to him, “white men as well as red. They could even cross the sea….”


“He ought to be strung up for telling such wild yarns. By God — I’ll teach him!”


“Jim! My brother, Jim! It’s monstrous.”


But the old man, in his passionate cold justice, had said a yet more terrible thing, a thing that Tom would never forget, as he never could forgive it: “You mustn’t keep him here; you must send him away. We cannot have him on the island.” And for that, though he could scarcely believe his ears, wondering afterwards whether he heard aright, for that, the proper answer to which was a blow in the mouth, Tom knew that his old friendship and affection had turned to bitter hatred.


“If I don’t kill him, for that cursed lie, may God — and Jim — forgive me!”





— III —


It was a few days later that the storm caught the islands, making them tremble in their sea-born bed. The wind tearing over the treeless expanse was terrible, the lightning lit the skies. No such rain had ever been known. The building shook and trembled. It almost seemed the sea had burst her limits, and the waves poured in. Its fury and the noises that the wind made affected both the brothers, but Jim disliked the uproar most. It made him gloomy, silent, morose. It made him — Tom perceived it at once — uneasy. “Scared in his soul” — the ugly phrase came back to him.


“God save anyone who’s out tonight,” said Jim anxiously, as the old farm rattled about his head. Whereupon the door opened as of itself. There was no knock. It flew wide, as if the wind had burst it. Two drenched and beaten figures showed in the gap against the lurid sky — old John Rossiter and Sandy. They laid their fowling pieces down and took off their capes; they had been up at the lake for the evening flight and six birds were in the game bag. So suddenly had the storm come up that they had been caught before they could get home.


And, while Tom welcomed them, looked after their creature wants, and made them feel at home as in duty bound, no visit, he felt at the same time, could have been less opportune. Sandy did not matter — Sandy never did matter anywhere, his personality being negligible — but John Rossiter was the last man Tom wished to see just then. He hated the man; hated that sense of implacable justice that he knew was in him; with the slightest excuse he would have turned him out and sent him on to his own home, storm or no storm. But Rossiter provided no excuse; he was all gratitude and easy politeness, more pleasant and friendly to Jim even than to his brother. Tom set out the whiskey and sugar, sliced the lemon, put the kettle on, and furnished dry coats while the soaked garments hung up before the roaring fire that Orkney makes customary even when days are warm.


“It might be the equinoctials,” observed Sandy, “if it wasn’t late October.” He shivered, for the tropics had thinned his blood.


“This ain’t no ordinary storm,” put in Rossiter, drying his drenched boots. “It reminds me a bit” — he jerked his head to the window that gave seawards, the rush of rain against the panes half drowning his voice — “reminds me a bit of yonder.” He looked up, as though to find someone to agree with him, only one such person being in the room.


“Sure, it ain’t,” agreed Jim at once, but speaking slowly, “no ordinary storm.” His voice was quiet as a child’s. Tom, stooping over the kettle, felt something cold go trickling down his back. “It’s from acrost the Atlantic too.”


“All our big storms come from the sea,” offered Sandy, saying just what Sandy was expected to say. His lank red hair lay matted on his forehead, making him look like an unhappy collie dog.


“There’s no hospitality,” Rossiter changed the talk, “like an islander’s,” as Tom mixed and filled the glasses. “He don’t even ask ‘Say when?’” He chuckled in his beard and turned to Sandy, well pleased with the compliment to his host. “Now, in Malay,” he added dryly, “it’s probably different, I guess.” And the two men, one from Labrador, the other from the tropics, fell to bantering one another with heavy humour, while Tom made things comfortable and Jim stood silent with his back to the fire. At each blow of the wind that shook the building, a suitable remark was made, generally by Sandy: “Did you hear that now?”  “Ninety miles an hour at least.”  “Good thing you build solid in this country!” while Rossiter occasionally repeated that it was an “uncommon storm” and that “it reminded” him of the northern tempests he had known “out yonder.”


Tom said little, one thought and one thought only in his heart — the wish that the storm would abate and his guests depart. He felt uneasy about Jim. He hated Rossiter. In the kitchen he had steadied himself already with a good stiff drink, and was now half-way through a second; the feeling was in him that he would need their help before the evening was out. Jim, he noticed, had left his glass untouched. His attention, clearly, went to the wind and the outer night; he added little to the conversation.


“Hark!” cried Sandy’s shrill voice. “Did you hear that? That wasn’t wind, I’ll swear.” He sat up, looking for all the world like a dog pricking its ears to something no one else could hear.


“The sea coming over the dunes,” said Rossiter. “There’ll be an awful tide tonight and a terrible sea off the Swarf. Moon at the full, too.” He cocked his head sideways to listen. The roaring was tremendous, waves and wind combining with a result that almost shook the ground. Rain hit the glass with incessant volleys like duck shot.


It was then that Jim spoke, having said no word for a long time.


“It’s good there’s no trees,” he mentioned quietly. “I’m glad of that.”


“There’d be fearful damage, wouldn’t there?” remarked Sandy. “They might fall on the house too.”


But it was the tone Jim used that made Rossiter turn stiffly in his chair, looking first at the speaker, then at his brother. Tom caught both glances and saw the hard keen glitter in the eyes. This kind of talk, he decided, had got to stop, yet how to stop it he hardly knew, for his were not subtle methods, and rudeness to his guests ran too strong against the island customs. He refilled the glasses, thinking in his blunt fashion how best to achieve his object, when Sandy helped the situation without knowing it.


“That’s my first,” he observed, and all burst out laughing. For Sandy’s tenth glass was equally his “first,” and he absorbed his liquor like a sponge, yet showed no effects of it until the moment when he would suddenly collapse and sink helpless to the ground. The glass in question, however, was only his third, the final moment still far away.


“Three in one and one in three,” said Rossiter, amid the general laughter, while Sandy, grave as a judge, half emptied it at a single gulp. Good-natured, obtuse as a carthorse, the tropics, it seemed, had first worn out his nerves, then removed them entirely from his body. “That’s Malay theology, I guess,” finished Rossiter. And the laugh broke out again. Whereupon, setting his glass down, Sandy offered his usual explanation that the hot lands had thinned his blood, that he felt the cold in these “arctic islands,” and that alcohol was a necessity of life with him. Tom, grateful for the unexpected help, encouraged him to talk, and Sandy, accustomed to neglect as a rule, responded readily. Having saved the situation, however, he now unwittingly led it back into the danger zone.


“A night for tales, eh?” he remarked, as the wind came howling with a burst of strangest noises against the house. “Down there in the States,” he went on, “they’d say the evil spirits were out. They’re a superstitious crowd, the natives. I remember once—” And he told a tale, half foolish, half interesting, of a mysterious track he had seen when following buffalo in the jungle. It ran close to the spoor of a wounded buffalo for miles, a track unlike that of any known animal, and the natives, though unable to name it, regarded it with awe. It was a good sign, a kill was certain. They said it was a spirit track.


“You got your buffalo?” asked Tom.


“Found him two miles away, lying dead. The mysterious spoor came to an end close beside the carcass. It didn’t continue.”


“And that reminds me—” began old Rossiter, ignoring Tom’s attempt to introduce another subject. He told them of the haunted island at Eagle River, and a tale of the man who would not stay buried on another island off the coast. From that he went on to describe the strange man-beast that hides in the deep forests of Labrador, manifesting but rarely, and dangerous to men who stray too far from camp, men with a passion for wild life over-strong in their blood — the great mythical Wendigo. And while he talked, Tom noticed that Sandy used each pause as a good moment for a drink, but that Jim’s glass still remained untouched.


The atmosphere of incredible things, thus, grew in the little room, much as it gathers among the shadows round a forest campfire when men who have seen strange places of the world give tongue about them, knowing they will not be laughed at — an atmosphere, once established, it is vain to fight against. The ingrained superstition that hides in every mother’s son comes up at such times to breathe. It came up now. Sandy, closer by several glasses to the moment, Tom saw, when he would be suddenly drunk, gave birth again, a tale this time of a Scottish planter who had brutally dismissed a native servant for no other reason than that he disliked him. The man disappeared completely, but the villagers hinted that he would — soon indeed that he had — come back, though “not quite as he went.” The planter armed, knowing that vengeance might be violent. A black panther, meanwhile, was seen prowling about the bungalow. One night a noise outside his door on the veranda roused him. Just in time to see the black brute leaping over the railings into the compound, he fired, and the beast fell with a savage growl of pain. Help arrived and more shots were fired into the animal, as it lay, mortally wounded already, lashing its tail upon the grass. The lanterns, however, showed that instead of a panther, it was the servant they had shot to shreds.


Sandy told the story well, a certain odd conviction in his tone and manner, neither of them at all to the liking of his host. Uneasiness and annoyance had been growing in Tom for some time already, his inability to control the situation adding to his anger. Emotion was accumulating in him dangerously; it was directed chiefly against Rossiter, who, though saying nothing definite, somehow deliberately encouraged both talk and atmosphere. Given the conditions, it was natural enough the talk should take the turn it did take, but what made Tom more and more angry was that, if Rossiter had not been present, he could have stopped it easily enough. It was the presence of the old Hudson Bay man that prevented his taking decided action. He was afraid of Rossiter, afraid of putting his back up. That was the truth. His recognition of it made him furious.


“Tell us another, Sandy McKay,” said the veteran. “There’s a lot in such tales. They’re found the world over — men turning into animals and the like.”


And Sandy, yet nearer to his moment of collapse, but still showing no effects, obeyed willingly. He noticed nothing; the whiskey was good, his tales were appreciated, and that sufficed him. He thanked Tom, who just then refilled his glass, and went on with his tale. But Tom, hatred and fury in his heart, had reached the point where he could no longer contain himself, and Rossiter’s last words inflamed him. He went over, under cover of a tremendous clap of wind, to fill the old man’s glass. The latter refused, covering the tumbler with his big, lean hand. Tom stood over him a moment, lowering his face. “You keep still,” he whispered ferociously, but so that no one else heard it. He glared into his eyes with an intensity that held danger, and Rossiter, without answering, flung back that glare with equal, but with a calmer, anger.


The wind, meanwhile, had a trick of veering, and each time it shifted, Jim shifted his seat too. Apparently, he preferred to face the sound, rather than have his back to it.


“Your turn now for a tale,” said Rossiter with purpose, when Sandy finished. He looked across at him, just as Jim, hearing the burst of wind at the walls behind him, was in the act of moving his chair again. The same moment the attack rattled the door and windows facing him. Jim, without answering, stood for a moment still as death, not knowing which way to turn.


“It’s beatin’ up from all sides,” remarked Rossiter, “like it was goin’ round the building.”


There was a moment’s pause, the four men listening with awe to the roar and power of the terrific wind. Tom listened too, but at the same time watched, wondering vaguely why he didn’t cross the room and crash his fist into the old man’s chattering mouth. Jim put out his hand and took his glass, but did not raise it to his lips. And a lull came abruptly in the storm, the wind sinking into a moment’s dreadful silence. Tom and Rossiter turned their heads in the same instant and stared into each other’s eyes. For Tom the instant seemed enormously prolonged. He realized the challenge in the other and that his rudeness had roused it into action. It had become a contest of wills — Justice battling against Love.


Jim’s glass had now reached his lips, and the chattering of his teeth against its rim was audible.


But the lull passed quickly and the wind began again, though so gently at first, it had the sound of innumerable swift footsteps treading lightly, of countless hands fingering the doors and windows, but then suddenly with a mighty shout as it swept against the walls, rushed across the roof and descended like a battering-ram against the farther side.


“God, did you hear that?” cried Sandy. “It’s trying to get in!” and having said it, he sank in a heap beside his chair, all of a sudden completely drunk. “It’s wolves or panthers,” he mumbled in his stupor on the floor, “but whatsh’s happened to Malay?” It was the last thing he said before unconsciousness took him, and apparently he was insensible to the kick on the head from a heavy farmer’s boot. For Jim’s glass had fallen with a crash and the second kick was stopped midway. Tom stood spellbound, unable to move or speak, as he watched his brother suddenly cross the room and open a window into the very teeth of the gale.


“Let be! Let be!” came the voice of Rossiter, an authority in it, a curious gentleness too, both of them new. He had risen, his lips were still moving, but the words that issued from them were inaudible, as the wind and rain leaped with a galloping violence into the room, smashing the glass to atoms and dashing a dozen loose objects helter-skelter on to the floor.


“I saw it!” cried Jim, in a voice that rose above the din and clamor of the elements. He turned and faced the others, but it was at Rossiter he looked. “I saw the leader.” He shouted to make himself heard, although the tone was quiet. “A splash of white on his great chest. I saw them all!”


At the words, and at the expression in Jim’s eyes, old Rossiter, white to the lips, dropped back into his chair as if a blow had struck him. Tom, petrified, felt his own heart stop. For through the broken window, above yet within the wind, came the sound of a wolf-pack running, howling in deep, full-throated chorus, mad for blood. It passed like a whirlwind and was gone. And, of the three men so close together, one sitting and two standing, Jim alone was in that terrible moment wholly master of himself.


Before the others could move or speak, he turned and looked full into the eyes of each in succession. His speech went back to his wilderness days:


“I done it,” he said calmly. “I killed him — and I got ter go.”


With a look of mystical horror on his face, he took one stride, flung the door wide, and vanished into the darkness.


So quick were both words and action, that Tom’s paralysis passed only as the draft from the broken window banged the door behind him. He seemed to leap across the room, old Rossiter, tears on his cheeks and his lips mumbling foolish words, so close upon his heels that the backward blow of fury Tom aimed at his face caught him only in the neck and sent him reeling sideways to the floor instead of flat upon his back.


“Murderer! My brother’s death upon you!” he shouted as he tore the door open again and plunged out into the night.


And the odd thing that happened then, the thing that touched old John Rossiter’s reason, leaving him from that moment till his death a foolish man of uncertain mind and memory, happened when he and the unconscious, drink-sodden Sandy lay alone together on the stone floor of that farmhouse room.


Rossiter, dazed by the blow and his fall, but in full possession of his senses, and the anger gone out of him owing to what he had brought about, this same John Rossiter sat up and saw Sandy also sitting up and staring at him hard. And Sandy was sober as a judge, his eyes and speech both clear, even his face unflushed.


“John Rossiter,” he said, “it was not God who appointed you executioner. It was the devil.” And his eyes, thought Rossiter, were like the eyes of an angel.


“Sandy McKay,” he stammered, his teeth chattering and breath failing him. “Sandy McKay!” It was all the words that he could find. But Sandy, already sunk back into his stupor again, was stretched drunk and incapable upon the farmhouse floor, and remained in that condition till the dawn.


Jim’s body lay hidden among the dunes for many months and in spite of the most careful and prolonged searching. It was another storm that laid it bare. The sand had covered it. The clothes were gone, and the flesh, torn but not eaten, was naked to the December sun and wind.
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This is a tale of the big timber that grows in league-long patches where the headwaters of the Saguenay find their birth amongst tumbled foothills of the Laurentian range. Thence flows the Saguenay, a chill and formidable stream, gathering volume as it moves southward with countless tributaries from unknown lakes and moose-trampled marshes, loitering on its way through stretches of cedar-bordered solitude, flinging itself headlong over cataracts where the tawny water rages thunderously day and night, ever more deep, forbidding and austere, till at last it merges majestically with the great St. Lawrence, the mother of many rivers, and spends itself between the thousand-foot crags of Capes Trinity and Eternity.


All along the Saguenay it is a French country, as French as when two hundred years ago the peasants of Brittany and Normandy first fared northward into the unexplored wilderness. Amid the big timber and beside untamed waters they raised their log-hewn walls, with the mud-chinked joints, the tiny deep set windows and the massive roofs that must bear the weight of winter snows. Out of the forest they carved their farms, planting grain between the unconquerable roots, drawing sustenance from wood and stream, beating off marauding Indians, gathering in the long winter evenings round pine-heaped hearths, utterly alone save when in summer the yellow bows of a canoe glided round a point, and a missionary Jesuit Father landed from Quebec; or when in winter the man of God tramped, solitary, through endless miles of big timber on his errand of mercy and peace.


But always there was talk of France, with lingering, poignant pictures of the land they had left, of the red roofs of Quiberon that look across the bay at Croise and the cobbled streets of Rennes that lead to the swift waters of the Vilaine.


In one of the patches of timber on Lac St. Luc there is a lumber-camp, a nest of long buildings, ten feet high, that occupy a roughly cleared space close to the water’s edge. From the camp there radiates a maze of winter roads traversed by a hundred lumberjacks in gaudy woolen capotes, with axes and saws over their shoulders, and down these roads, which all slope gently to the lake, great logs are drawn, to be dumped, rumbling, on the ice. All through the day one can hear, near and far, the crash of big timber toppling earthward, the creak of straining harness, the crack of whips, the stroke of axes and the whine of distant saws. At night there is talk beside great cast-iron stoves stuffed with fuel, much smoke, the drone of winter winds and the plaintive hoot of the great white owl.


It fell on a day when the sun shone bright and the snow was like a sparkling blanket, that a man emerged from the Saguenay trail and struck across Lac St. Luc. He walked with a long, easy swing, bending a little forward beneath the weight of his pack. Threading his way between the piles of logs, he halted at the door of the main building, twisted his feet free of snowshoes and entered.


“Hallo!” he said with a smile. “I have again arrived.”


The cook looked round, and straightway forgot his cooking, for the newcomer was none other than Antoine Carnot the peddler — the bringer of news — the teller of tales — the confidential go-between in the wilderness — the human link with the outside world. Antoine was all of these, and more. A bit of a doctor, a bit more of a lawyer, a shrewd trader, and withal possessed of unfailing humour and a heart of gold. No wonder that Pierre Colange forgot his cooking and hurried forward, hands outstretched.


“Ten thousand welcomes, mon vieux. No, you shall not talk till you have eaten. Behold, a partridge which was for the boss, but eat and say nothing. The wind makes a chill in the stomach, but you have an hour before the men come in. Fill thyself, and say nothing till afterwards.”


Antoine nodded and obeyed, while Pierre watched him admiringly. Then there was news, much news from a dozen villages, while the pack was unrolled and its contents spread on a table in the corner. Knives and neckties, shirts and razors and mouth-organs, jimcracks and cheap jewelery, studs and celluloid collars — the result of Antoine’s annual trip to Quebec. A great man was Antoine; had he not once sent a telegram to Montreal and got an answer the very next day, and he right there in Quebec all the time! Presently his wares were displayed to his satisfaction, and he sent Pierre a swift glance.


“Jean Deslormes, he is still here?”


Pierre nodded. “He makes good money, forty dollars a month — and spends nothing save for tobacco.”


“I was at Villeneuve this day two weeks ago,” said Antoine thoughtfully, “and saw the girl Marie Fisette. They are betrothed.”


Pierre laughed at this. “Does not the whole camp know it, and how many times has Jean not told us! Every morning he goes along the road making verses to that girl with his mouth. It is well that he cannot write — but perhaps I do not understand such things. I made no verses to my Henriette.”


Antoine looked a little grave, “Sebastien was also at Villeneuve, and full of anger when he heard of the betrothal. Marie told me that he said strange and threatening things, that she should never marry Jean. Then he barked something like a wolf, and she did not see him again.”


“Loup-Garou!” whispered Pierre under his breath. It was a word of awe through the outlying French country. The story of the Loup-Garou, that strange and malign combination of man and wolf, had come across with them from the hills of Brittany. The belief still held north of the Laurentians. It was always an old dog wolf, tenanted by some evil and human spirit, endowed with wild powers of murder and revenge, a lean gray beast that patrolled the winter hills and sent his savage note drifting down into solitary villages where simple folk gathered closer round the fire and glanced apprehensively at the window-fastenings. Sometimes it was a man who took the form of a wolf to serve his dread purpose, and became again human when his deadly part was played.


This had been whispered of Sebastien behind his back. Where the man came from none knew, only that calamity came with him. He was small, dark and very active, with hollow cheeks and burning eyes, and moved about through the French country, seldom doing any work, but living apparently without effort. He was disliked and feared, but the folk made no protest — at least to Sebastien. There was the case of Georges Famieux who threw Sebastien out of his barn one evening, and next morning found his prize cow with her throat torn. One remembered that sort of thing in a district where cows were scarce. So now the good Antoine pushed out his lips and nodded gravely.


“Yes,” he said thoughtfully, “it can be nothing else.”


A little silence fell in the cook’s camp, and both men had a vision of Marie Fisette of the parish of Villeneuve, Marie the prettiest girl north of Cape Trinity, with her flaxen hair and white skin like milk and a smile that was remembered and treasured enviously in every lumber-camp on the Saguenay. They said that she chose Jean Deslormes when she saw him driving logs through the chute at Les Arables. And what Jean did then ought to be enough for any girl.


“They will be married this summer — yes?” asked Pierre.


And just at this moment the door opened without sound, and Sebastien himself strolled in. He rubbed his long hands to set the blood going, glanced shrewdly at the two men and stared meaningly toward the heaped platters on the stove. Pierre gave him food, this being the law of the wilderness, while Antoine began to re-arrange his stock. Both were a little breathless. Presently Sebastien pushed away his plate.


“Without doubt, Pierre, you are the best cook in the Saguenay camps. I will tell them so in Villeneuve.” He lit his pipe and began to smoke contentedly.


“You go then to Villeneuve?” hazarded Antoine.


“Yes, I start at once, this very day.”


“By the Saguenay trail?”


Sebastien sent him an inscrutable smile. “My trail is my own, Antoine”; then, meaningly, “let him follow who can.”


“It is ninety miles to Villeneuve as the goose flies. What takes you there in mid-winter?”


“The thing that takes all men to all places no matter what the season. The face of a woman.”


Pierre lifted a kettle from the stove, and the lid rattled. “Is it then that Sebastien marries at his age?”


“What is age to the man who desires? In five days I shall have what has been desired by many.”


He announced this in a voice that lifted as he spoke, and surveyed the others with burning, insolent eyes as though daring them to protest. There was in his manner something suggesting that he had at his disposal powers of which they knew nothing. He leaned a little forward, every line of his sinewy body resembling an animal crouched to spring, and there was but one animal in the minds of the others. He was known to travel swiftly, and always alone, but no man had ever found his tracks. And though he could not marry till after he had been in Villeneuve for at least three days, he now stated he would marry in five. That left two days to cover ninety miles, measured as the goose flies. There was but one beast in the big timber that could travel like this. Antoine glanced furtively at Pierre, and the latter gave the faintest nod. “Loup-Garou,” their lips signaled.


Sebastien got up, stretched himself, gave a short laugh and strode to the door. “For a good dinner, bien merci, mon vieux. It is I who shall feed you when the logs come down past Villeneuve in the spring. Every woman of the family of Fisette is an incomparable cook. We shall be ready, Marie and I.”


For a moment after he disappeared there was silence in the camp, till both men stepped quickly to the window. Sebastien had reached the ice, and putting on his snowshoes already struck southward across Lac St. Luc. He walked swiftly, dwindling as they watched to a dark speck that vanished round a nearby point. Then Antoine looked at his friend and swore a great oath.


“Jean — where is Jean?”


“He comes with the sawyers in ten minutes. But wait, I will call them now.”


Pierre went out and smote with a poker on a large steel triangle that hung close to the door. Straightway the woods throbbed with a clear singing note that lifted through the green tops and caused a dropping of axes and cessation of droning saws, till down the winter roads trooped the lumberjacks, hungry as bears and chanting musically of Alluette and La Claire Fontaine. At their head came Jean Delormes, a young, tawny-haired giant, straight as a hemlock and shouldered like a bull moose. He caught sight of Antoine outside the camp, and, running forward, flung round him a pair of gigantic arms.


“Ah, c’est le vieux Papa Carnot. When didst thou arrive, and hast thou perchance been at a place called Villeneuve?”


Antoine struggled for breath, “I would first that some young fools learn their strength — and use it less,” he gasped — then, in a whisper, “No, I have not visited Villeneuve since a fortnight past, but—”


“A fortnight! That is but a moment, while I have not been there for two months. Is there nothing then, to tell me, no message?”


“Shout not thy love to the whole camp, my son. There was one here a moment ago who even now is on his way to Villeneuve.”


“Have you then sold all your stock to the good Pierre, and send out for more?”


Antoine shook his head. “The name of the traveler is Sebastien, and he goes fast.”


“Le Loup-Garou,” said Jean grimly. “But why to Villeneuve?”


“In search of one Marie Fisette, who he swears will be his in the space of five days. My son will need all his strength, and must act very quickly. Let go, Jean, you break my arm!”


“He took what trail — quick!” Jean swayed a little, with such a tremor as runs through the brown column of a pine when the saw eats at its heart.


“He said that his trail was his own, and that any might follow who could, then struck south around the point. Shut up thy Marie in thy breast, my son — and hasten; but” — and here Antoine sent him an eloquent glance — “search not always for the form of a man as you travel.”


Jean hurled himself into the sleeping-camp.


In ten minutes he was out on the ice, and, clearing the strewn logs, swung forward toward the first southerly point of Lac St. Luc. Thus led Sebastien’s trail — long, narrow tracks with the points of the shoes turned up a Little more than was usual in a bush country and the tail of one with an outward twist. He would remember that. They took him round that point, straight as an arrow-flight past the next one and on to a glassy patch where the water had come up and turned a mile of Lac St. Luc into a looking-glass. Here he slipped off his shoes, trotted across and cast about close to the shore line. There was no more trail. He stood for a moment, shaking his head like a great puzzled dog. This was the trail that any might follow who could! His lips became dry as he doubled back, and, picking up his own tracks, traversed the edge of the patch till he came to them again. “By Gar!” he whispered. “By Gar!”


Eighty miles due south was Villeneuve, with Marie and tinkling sleigh-bells and pearl-gray smoke climbing from heaped roofs. Somewhere to the south was something nosing swiftly through the big timber. “Search not always for the form of a man,” Antoine had said. Jean jerked out a tense petition to St. Joseph, patron and guardian of the family Fisette, then put on his shoes.


There was moonlight by seven. It turned the snow to a pale purple, on which blue-black shadows of big timber lay in wide and parallel bars. He tramped across these, bar to bar, leaning forward with massive arms swinging, his legs working like pistons; a vast engine of a man moving in a white flurry and spouting deep-drawn jets of vapor. There was no sound save the creak of shoes, and a muffled thud as some overburdened cedar doffed its load of snow and straightened its tender branches in the stinging air. Presently he came to a frozen swamp.


On the other side of this, where the shadows began again, stood a lone wolf.


It vanished as he stared, merging like one shadow into another. Jean paused for a moment while a new thought dawned, and struck off sharp to the right. Two hundred yards away he found it — a wolf track — the triangular pad with the long sharp projecting toe and narrow trailing heel. He followed this back a quarter-mile, noting that it paralleled his own, curving where his curved and holding south for Villeneuve. And then Jean knew.


At four in the morning the moon went down in a bank of cloud. Came a whine of wind and a few drifting flakes. The woods grew dark. By this time Jean was very hungry, and therefore felt cold, for in these latitudes the body, like a boiler, demands fuel. He shoveled aside the snow, made fire and tea, searching the gloom with quick and furtive glances, crossing himself between gulps. In ten minutes he heard a rabbit squeal. That meant death in the ground hemlock near by. Something else was feeding there, and resting — resting.


As the goose flies it is ninety miles from the camp on St, Luc to Villeneuve, but as man travels not less than a hundred. As a wolf might go it is perhaps ninety-five. At sunrise Jean knew it was the same this time for man and wolf. There was not so much concealment now. He saw the gaunt, gray form flitting, wraith-like, between brown trunks, a malign beast with deep, lean shoulders and bony, arrow-shaped head. It rested when he rested, ate when he ate — and kept always a little in advance.


By mid-afternoon it became difficult to think of anything else and he grew very sleepy. It was only the vision of Marie with her flaxen hair, her smiling mouth and white arms that held him awake. At sundown he knew that he must sleep if only for half an hour, or he would lose his way. There were no stars this time, and no moon. He made two fires of green birch-logs, laid spruce-boughs between them, pulled the hood of his capote over his nose and stretched out.


Instantly, it seemed he began to dream. There was no loup-garou now, but only love and the whiteness of his girl’s shoulder. At this unction his body yielded, his great muscles relaxed; till, smiling, he plunged into an abyss of slumber, lulled by tiny, crepitant voices from the surrounding forest. Then, horribly, the dream became distorted. Marie’s face, so close to his own, changed to a grinning mask with black lifted lips, fat, sleek skull and malevolent yellow eyes. The yellow gave place to black. They were the eyes of Sebastien. Simultaneously came a strange warmth on his cheeks. He blinked. Something was staring at him, something so near that it shut out the rest of the world. He gave a cry and sprang to his feet. There was a scramble in the snow by the spruce-boughs. Jean Deslornes was alone again.


“Que le bon Dieu nous sauvasit!” he whispered, trembling. [May the good Lord save us]


From a southward ridge came answer, not by le bon Dieu, but the wild and haunting voice of the gray wolf. Through the big timber it drifted, savage, remote, but inescapable, the note of terror that in a season of the year carries its own message to fur and hide on the foothills of the Laurentians. To Jean it also carried a message, and he flung himself forward. It could not now be more than thirty miles to Villeneuve. He swung on, summoning his vast reserve of strength, plunging through underbrush where once he would have gone round, himself now a thing of the woods in the manner of his going — this giant with the mind of a child. He stayed not to rest or eat; he looked not again for the gray shape. Then a remembered hilltop — a winter road for drawing wood — an outlying pasture — the bark of a distant dog — and below, in the valley, revealed in the half-light of dawn, the spire of a church and the forty farms they called Villeneuve. Into the crisping air climbed forty pencils of pearl smoke, like the exhalations of those who slumbered yet a while ere facing the rigor of the day.


Jean tore downhill to the house of Marthe Fisette, the mother of Marie. It seemed that all was safe here. He paused at the door, heard inside the crackling of a fire, and knocked. At sight of him the old woman dropped an armful of wood.


“Jean!” she stammered, “how came you here?”


“As flies the goose from Lac St. Luc,” he said, breathing hard; “and Marie?”


Marthe did not answer that, but stared at him wonderingly and with a touch of awe. “It is undoubtedly the good God who has sent you, but how did you know?”


“Antoine Carnot told me; and, hearing it, I waited for nothing—” He broke off, staring back. “Then it is true?”


“Sebastien?” Her lips framed the name.


He nodded. “Le Loup-Garou! Together we have come from the camp on Lac St. Luc, and this morning he also is in Villeneuve, but in what form I know not. Last night when for a moment I closed my eyes he came and crouched beside me, breathing in my face, and would have torn my throat had I not suddenly awakened. I brought no gun, for one cannot kill a loup-garou except with a bullet that has been blessed, and there was no priest on Lac St. Luc.”


Marthe crossed herself fervently. “That is true — always it has been so.”


“And the friends here — what do they say?”


“They shrug their shoulders — and say nothing. It is not well to quarrel with Sebastien. There is that affair of the good Famieux — a thing all remember.”


“And Marie?” he demanded.


Marthe sent him a wintry smile. “Look over your shoulder, my son.”


She was halfway down the ladder-stair from the room above; Marie with thick, yellow, knitted strands down her back, great, slumbrous roses in her smooth cheeks and drowsy love in her blue eyes. Jean gave a huge, gusty sigh of delight, put out his mighty arms and lifted her as one picks up an acorn. She hid her face in his capote.


“My little one,” he said softly, “my little partridge; thou art safe here, very safe.”


Presently they put food before him, and he ate ravenously, telling in snatches of the trip from Lac St. Luc — “ninety-five miles in forty-two hours, by Gar!” while Marie clucked over him as though she were indeed a hen partridge, and Marthe busied herself without words between stove and table. Then Jean got up.


“I go now to Père Leduc, for we shall be married in three days. Also there is the matter of blessing some bullets.” He paused, and waved a hand at the encircling bush. “It is there I shall use them.”


“I also shall go,” said Marie, divided between love and fear.


He shook his great head. “Such talk is not for my little bird, but thou shalt go so far as the store, and wait there. In three days my soul shall go everywhere with me. Be content, my swallow.”


They went off down the packed road, where the snowplough had left four-foot ridges on either side, down to the store which was diagonally opposite the church and the house of the good Father. Here Jean left her clasped to the expansive bosom of Madame Famieux, crossed the road, kicked his shoe-packs clean and found Père Leduc in his book-lined study. And books were precious north of the Laurentians. He spoke first of his heart’s desire.


The Father nodded, smiling. He loved this young Anak, this son of the wilderness, with his great thews and child-like heart. Wise and tender was Père Leduc, a pure flame that glowed constantly, healing both minds and souls with a wide spiritual paternity.


“It is well for you both — and the good Marthe agrees?”


Jean nodded.


“Then I will call your names at vespers this very night, so that it may take place in three days. A good girl, your Marie. You go yourself back to Lac St. Luc?”


No, Jean would not do that, He had saved eight hundred dollars for a farm — and the farm of Georges Laurier was it not in the market?


He paused a moment.


“There is another matter. Mon Père — that of these bullets.” He held out a dozen, cupped in a gigantic palm. “May it please you to bless them?”


Père Leduc shook his head gently. Had he not been very wise he would have laughed. He knew — knew all about it. Individually he knew more than the entire village put together. Part of his strength was that he only revealed a fraction of his knowledge. And now he wanted to hear what this enormous child had to say — all of it.


“Tell me, my son.”


Jean told him, from the very start, touching not on the physical marvel of the trip — for to Jean it was no marvel — but only on its terror. How did Sebastien leave the flooded patch on Lac St. Luc? What became of his shoes when he turned into a wolf. What did he mean by breathing in Jean’s face? Why did he lead the way to Villeneuve? And most of all, what was the import of his boast about Marie? There must be an end to this — the end brought by a bullet that had been blessed. All Villeneuve was waiting for that.


Père Leduc put his hand on the young giant’s shoulder, and spoke of tradition and legends and the powers of evil. “No, my son, you yourself are about to give answer to Sebastien — a final answer. You and this dear daughter of the parish will have my blessing, and not these bullets. When in three days you leave the church with Marie on your arm and joy in your heart you will have replied to Sebastien. He will have written himself down as a loud-speaking fool at whom not only the village of Villeneuve will laugh. That laugh will run up and down the Saguenay, till he will wish to walk into the stream itself to escape it. As for what you saw and searched for, but did not find on your way here, when the mind of a man be distraught with weariness, and perhaps fear, there is not much of which he can be very sure. You have had an evil dream, but it is past. Go now, my son, and take peace and happiness with you. Le bon Dieu is not forgetful of his children on the Saguenay.”


Jean went out, cheered but not convinced. It was all very well to talk like that. But he knew, while the good Father had not been on the trail from St. Luc. He rubbed the bullets together in his pocket, stalked across to the store and gathered in Marie.


“Behold my wife in three days — this little spruce partridge,” he said to the fat Madame Famieux. “Viens donc, cherie; there is much to talk of.”


Up the shining road, arms linked, they walked, while Jean told her the words of Père Leduc. Nor was Marie convinced. The good Father had never felt Sebastien’s burning eyes, nor could he understand what it meant to a girl to shrink and quiver beneath that insolent stare till she became weak and helpless like a bird in a net.


“It is but one thing we shall do, Jean.”


“What is that, my dove?”


“You shall meet Sebastien and take his promise, or make it, that there is an end to all this.”


“Of what value then is the word of a wolf, could he speak it?” grunted Jean. Then, looking up, his heart leaped. Sebastien had rounded a bend in the road and came straight toward them. Marie saw him, shivered and clung the closer.


“Jean,” she whispered, “not now!”


Drawing nearer he walked more slowly, staring first at the giant with strange, inscrutable gaze, then at Marie with a wild, unhuman hunger. His cheeks were hollow, but he moved lightly on his feet. They were not the feet of a man who had traveled ninety miles in forty-two hours — or less. He came level with them. Marie found herself pushed gently forward and past him. Jean stood motionless, every sinew in him turned to fire.


“Loup-Garou,” he said thickly, “Loup-Garou, what seek you now?”


Sebastien did not speak, but lowered his lids, and from hot, half-veiled eyes sent the big man a look of contemptuous pity. So keen was it, so utterly penetrating, that Jean felt as though a hand were fumbling in his breast and groping for secrets. Then, as Sebastien was about to pass on, a mighty arm shot out and took him by the throat. He was shaken as a wolverine shakes a rabbit, shaken till his teeth chattered and flung headlong into the crusted snow. Jean turned on his heel and followed Marie.


“It is done, my turtle — and the wolf did not bark.”


Late that night, after Jean had gone to sleep at the farm of Christophe Famieux, Marie talked long with her mother and told her the words of Père Leduc. Marthe could make no answer to these words, but found them nevertheless devoid of comfort. Presently she climbed the stair ladder, returning with a small image of St. Joseph, patron saint to every good Fisette.


“It is lead,” she murmured, “and from Ste. Anne de Beaupre it came, where it was blessed by his Eminence from Quebec. Is it not that the head of the holy man is of the size of a bullet?”


Marie nodded, her eyes brightening.


“Then the rest of it I leave to thee, my pigeon. When thy mountain of a husband shall take thee from me in a sleigh to Beaulieu on the third day from this, see that the short gun of Christophe be thus loaded, and near at hand under the robes. It is in my mind that there will be need of that gun.”


So on the third day, Gaston Roubidoux, sacristan, sent a rocking peal from the wooden church, and those of Villeneuve came in box-like sleighs stuffed with straw, and drawn by short-legged, round-bodied Percheron horses, to see the union of Jean and Marie — doubly intriguing because it spelled the humiliation of Le Loup-Garou. Marie was all in white, with everlastings in her hair; Jean in a new, tight and very bright blue suit into which he just wedged his great body, celluloid collar anchored by a large rolled-gold stud, yellow tie and patent-leather shoes that hurt abominably. Then Père Leduc spoke words of peace and love, after which they all went to the house of Christophe, the largest in the village, where was given the marriage feast, with riotous quadrilles and great good feeling. And Sebastien had not been seen by anyone since three days — which added not a little to the general hilarity.


Beaulieu lay thirty miles away — or was it only three? Jean, being dizzy with happiness and pride, was not quite sure when at sunset he tucked his girl into the sleigh, wrapping the robes closely round her feet. There was plenty of straw underneath. Marthe had seen to that. The horses, pet team of Christophe, arching their glossy necks, dashed off with a jangle of bells amid laughter and cheers. The good Father nodded contentedly and turned homeward. These children of his — how gay and handsome they were!


Halfway to Beaulieu — the horses going like playful kittens — Marie pressing to his side — frosty roses in her cheeks — the blue eyes like stars — with all this Jean could hardly believe his own good fortune. What a noble day it had been, and how many others, even more wonderful, lay ahead!


His feet were now very sore — that being from the dancing — his collar-stud was boring a hole in his gullet, but he was bursting with joy.


“My love,” he breathed, “my soul — my little ptarmigan!”


Just at this moment there came from a belt of cedar hard by the pulsing howl of a timber wolf. Marie heard and shivered. Jean heard, and his heart stopped, then began to race. The Percherons heard, whinnied their alarm and plunged forward. Jean, gripping the reins, lashed out till the woods streamed past in a blur. If the road only held open he could make Beaulieu in an hour.


They swung into a clearing where the wind had got at the snow and the road was drifted level. Knee-deep toiled the Percherons, heads down, backs rippled with straining muscles. Jean stood up. Something shot across just ahead, turned, doubled back and made a ripping, darting stroke at the throat of the nearest horse.


“Quick, Jean, under the straw at my feet — the gun of Christophe with the head of St. Joseph!” panted Marie.


He wondered what St. Joseph had to do with it, but a gun was a gun, and, burrowing swiftly, he recognized the short, single-barreled muzzle-loader with half-inch bore. Pushing the reins into the girl’s hands, he cuddled his cheek against the brown stock — and waited. The near Percheron was bleeding at the throat. Again that lean, darting form, ears flattened back on the sleek skull, again the curving attack rapid as light.


The wolf was in mid-air when the foresight covered a gray shoulder for a fraction of time. Jean crooked his finger — saw horses rearing in a tangle of harness — heard Marie cry out in a jangle of bells. Then a lank, hairy body seemed to have been thrust away, and stretched, twitching, just ahead of the driving hoofs.


He snatched back the reins, forced on the Percherons and fetched them up, quivering, on top of the thing on the road. Here for a deadly second the steel-shod, dancing feet hammered down — down, till what lay beneath was a shapeless lump of bloody hide. Marie covered her eyes, but Jean, soothing his team, stared at it hard before he bent over and kissed the roses back to her cheeks. It was in his mind that the eyes of this wolf, instead of being long and yellow, had been large and dark and burning. They did not burn now. But he said nothing of this.


“My little weasel spoke of the gun of Christophe with the head of the good St. Joseph,” he smiled. “And what did she mean by that?”


Marie told him, and for months after that there was little talk of Sebastien. Then summer arrived. The logs from St. Luc began to come down the Saguenay, and Jean was persuaded to help the drive through the chute of Les Arables. Marie went with him, and so it happened that Pierre Colange on a certain day did indeed sit at the table of an incomparable cook. The shanty that Jean knocked together stood close to the river, and the table was outside. They were talking of Sebastien when Pierre got up, shaded his eyes and stared hard at the tawny water.


“It has been in my mind, mon vieux, that we should meet him yet once again. What is that between the two hemlocks?”


He had come down with the logs — come from the unknown — and circled slowly in a great eddy. The smooth face was still unscarred. One sodden arm rested on the ribbed bark. The eddy brought him toward shore, bobbing as though something were twitching at his heels. The three gazed at each other, till Jean, remembering the prophecy of Père Leduc, lifted his brows and signaled.


“Go inside a moment, my little beaver. It is not for thee to see.”


There is a cross underneath a jack-pine just below that eddy. Jean hewed it. On a flat stone at the foot is a small leaden image without a head. That was the thought of Marie. On the cross Pierre Colange, with some misgivings, put the name — one word. He could not decide what else, under the circumstances, one might safely say. It stood there after the drive went on and the following sweep had cleared every stranded log. Squirrels perched on it, rabbits hopped about it, red-headed woodpeckers sometimes tried their strength on its tough fiber. But nothing happened till Antoine Carnot passed in the autumn.


He saw it, read the one word and exactly appreciated the difficulty. So, smiling, he lit his pipe, squatted close, and began to carve with firm, deep strokes.


“Sebastien. Le Loup-Garou,” read the next lumberjack who came that way.
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A Song of the Werewolf Folk

Robert E. Howard
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Sink white fangs in the throat of Life,


Lap up the red that gushes


In the cold dark gloom of the bare black stones,


In the gorge where the black wind rushes.





Slink where the titan boulders poise


And the chasms grind there-under,


Over the mountains black and bare


In the teeth of the brooding thunder.





Why should we wish for the fertile fields,


Valley and crystal fountain?


This is our doom–the hunger-trail,


The wolf and the storm-stalked mountain.





Over us stalk the bellowing gods


Where the dusk and the twilight sever;


Under their iron goatish hoofs


They crunch our skulls forever.





Mercy and hope and pity–all,


Bubbles the black crags sunder;


Hunger is all the gods have left


And the death that lurks thereunder.





Glut mad fangs in the blood of Life


To slake the thirst past sating,


Before the blind worms mouth our bones


And the vulture’s beak is grating.








In the Forest of Villefère

If the Werewolf is slain as a man,

 his ghost haunts the slayer forever

Robert E. Howard

1925







The sun had set. The great shadows came striding over the forest. In the weird twilight of a late summer day, I saw the path ahead glide on among the mighty trees and disappear. And I shuddered and glanced fearfully over my shoulder. Miles behind lay the nearest village — miles ahead the next.


I looked to left and to right as I strode on, and anon I looked behind me. And anon I stopped short, grasping my rapier, as a breaking twig betokened the going of some small beast. Or was it a beast?


But the path led on and I followed, because, forsooth, I had naught else to do.


As I went I bethought me, “My own thoughts will rout me, if I be not aware. What is there in this forest, except perhaps the creatures that roam it, deer and the like? Tush, the foolish legends of those villagers!”


And so I went and the twilight faded into dusk. Stars began to blink and the leaves of the trees murmured in the faint breeze. And then I stopped short, my sword leaping to my hand, for just ahead, around a curve of the path, someone was singing. The words I could not distinguish, but the accent was strange, almost barbaric.


I stepped behind a great tree, and the cold sweat beaded my forehead. Then the singer came in sight, a tall, thin man, vague in the twilight. I shrugged my shoulders. A man I did not fear. I sprang out, my point raised.


“Stand!”


He showed no surprise. “I prithee, handle thy blade with care, friend,” he said.


Somewhat ashamed, I lowered my sword.


“I am new to this forest,” I quoth, apologetically. “I heard talk of bandits. I crave pardon. Where lies the road to Villefère?”


“Corbleu, you’ve missed it,” he answered. “You should have branched off to the right some distance back. I am going there myself. If you may abide my company, I will direct you.”


I hesitated. Yet why should I hesitate?


“Why, certainly. My name is De Montour, of Normandy.”


“And I am Carolus le Loup.”


“No!” I started back.


He looked at me in astonishment.


“Pardon,” said I; “the name is strange. Does not loup mean wolf?”


“My family were always great hunters,” he answered. He did not offer his hand.


“You will pardon my staring,” said I as we walked down the path, “but I can hardly see your face in the dusk.”


I sensed that he was laughing, though he made no sound.


“It is little to look upon,” he answered.


I stepped closer and then leaped away, my hair bristling.


“A mask!” I exclaimed. “Why do you wear a mask, m’sieur?”


“It is a vow,” he explained. “In fleeing a pack of hounds I vowed that if I escaped I would wear a mask for a certain time.”


“Hounds, m’sieu?”


“Wolves,” he answered quickly; “I said wolves.”


We walked in silence for a while and then my companion said, “I am surprised that you walk these woods by night. Few people come these ways even in the day.”


“I am in haste to reach the border,” I answered. “A treaty has been signed with the English, and the Duke of Burgundy should know of it. The people at the village sought to dissuade me. They spoke of a wolf that was purported to roam these woods.”


“Here the path branches to Villefère,” said he, and I saw a narrow, crooked path that I had not seen when I passed it before. It led in amid the darkness of the trees. I shuddered.


“You wish to return to the village?”


“No!” I exclaimed. “No, no! Lead on.”


So narrow was the path that we walked single file, he leading. I looked well at him. He was taller, much taller than I, and thin, wiry. He was dressed in a costume that smacked of Spain. A long rapier swung at his hip. He walked with long easy strides, noiselessly.


Then he began to talk of travel and adventure. He spoke of many lands and seas he had seen and many strange things. So we talked an went farther and farther into the forest.


I presumed that he was French, and yet he had a very strange accent, that was neither French nor Spanish nor English, nor like any language I had ever heard. Some words he slurred strangely and some he could not pronounce at all.


“This path is not often used, is it?” I asked.


“Not by many,” he answered and laughed silently. I shuddered. It was very dark and the leaves whispered together among the branches.


“A fiend haunts this forest,” I said.


“So the peasants say,” he answered, “but I have roamed it oft and have never seen his face.”


Then he began to speak of strange creatures of darkness, and the moon rose and shadows glided among the trees. He looked up at the moon.


“Haste!” said he. “We must reach our destination before the moon reaches her zenith.”


We hurried along the trail.


“They say,” said I, “that a werewolf haunts these woodlands.”


“It might be,” said he, and we argued much upon the subject.


“The old women say,” said he, “that if a werewolf is slain while a wolf, then he is slain, but if he is slain as a man, then his half-soul will haunt his slayer forever. But haste thee, the moon nears her zenith.”


•   •   •   •   •


We came into a small moonlit glade and the stranger stopped.


“Let us pause a while,” said he.


“Nay, let us be gone,” I urged; “I like not this place.”


He laughed without sound; “Why,” said he. “this is a fair glade. As good as a banquet hall it is, and many times have I feasted here. Ha, ha, ha! Look ye, I will show you a dance.” And he began bounding here and there, anon flinging back his head and laughing silently. Thought I, the man is mad.


As he danced his weird dance I looked about me. The trail went not on but stopped in the glade.


“Come,” said I, “we must on. Do you not smell the rank, hairy scent that hovers about the glade? Wolves den here. Perhaps they are about us and are gliding upon us even now.”


He dropped upon all fours, bounded higher than my head, and came toward me with a strange slinking motion.


“That dance is called the Dance of the Wolf,” said he, and my hair bristled.


“Keep off!” I stepped back, and with a screech that set the echoes shuddering he leaped for me, and though a sword hung at his belt he did not draw it. My rapier was half out when he grasped my arm and flung me headlong. I dragged him with me and we struck the ground together. Wrenching a hand free I jerked off the mask. A shriek of horror broke from my lips. Beast eyes glittered beneath that mask, white fangs flashed in the moonlight. The face was that of a wolf.


In an instant those fangs were at my throat. Taloned hands tore the sword from my grasp. I beat at that horrible face with my clenched fists, but his jaws were fastened on my shoulder, his talons tore at my throat. Then I was on my back. The world was fading. Blindly I struck out. My hand dropped, then closed automatically about the hilt of my dagger, which I had been unable to get at. I drew and stabbed. A terrible, half-bestial bellowing screech. Then I reeled to my feet, free. At my feet lay the werewolf.


I stooped, raised the dagger, then paused, looked up. The moon hovered close to her zenith. If I slew the thing as a man its frightful spirit would haunt me forever. I sat down waiting. The thing watched me with flaming wolf eyes. The long wiry limbs seemed to shrink, to crook; hair seemed to grow upon them. Fearing madness, I snatched up the thing’s own sword and hacked it to pieces. Then I flung the sword away and fled.





This and “Wolfshead” comprise the

 De Montour series


——————
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Wolfshead

An evil Something

 wrought a frightful death

Robert E. Howard
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Fear? Your pardon, Messieurs, but the meaning of fear you do not know. No, I hold to my statement. You are soldiers, adventurers. You have known the charges of regiments of dragoons, the frenzy of wind-lashed seas. But fear, real hair-raising, horror-crawling fear, you have not known. I myself have known such fear; but until the legions of darkness swirl from hell’s gate and the world flames to ruin, will never such fear again be known to men.


Hark, I will tell you the tale; for it was many years ago and half across the world; and none of you will ever see the man of whom I tell you, or seeing, know.


Return, then, with me across the years to a day when I; a reckless young cavalier, stepped from the small boat that had landed me from the ship floating in the harbor, cursed the mud that littered the crude wharf, and strode up the landing toward the castle, in answer to the invitation of an old friend, Dom Vincente da Lusto.



Dom Vincente was a strange, farsighted man? — a strong man, one who saw visions beyond the ken of his time. In his veins, perhaps, ran the blood of those old Phoenicians who, the priests tell us, ruled the seas and built cities in far lands, in the dim ages. His plan of fortune was strange and yet successful; few men would have thought of it; fewer could have succeeded. For his estate was upon the western coast of that dark, mystic continent, that baffler of explorers? — Africa.


There by a small bay had he cleared away the sullen jungle, built his castle and his storehouses, and with ruthless hand had he wrested the riches of the land. Four ships he had: three smaller craft and one great galleon. These plied between his domains and the cities of Spain, Portugal, France, and even England, laden with rare woods, ivory, slaves; the thousand strange riches that Dom Vincente had gained by trade and by conquest.


Aye, a wild venture, a wilder commerce. And yet might he have shaped an empire from the dark land, had it not been for the rat-faced Carlos, his nephew? — but I run ahead of my tale.


Look, Messieurs, I draw a map on the table, thus, with finger dipped in wine. Here lay the small, shallow harbor, and here the wide wharves. A landing ran thus, up the slight slope with hutlike warehouses on each side, and here it stopped at a wide, shallow moat. Over it went a narrow drawbridge and then one was confronted with a high palisade of logs set in the ground. This extended entirely around the castle. The castle itself was built on the model of another, earlier age; being more for strength than beauty. Built of stone brought from a great distance; years of labor and a thousand Negroes toiling beneath the lash had reared its walls, and now, completed, it offered an almost impregnable appearance. Such was the intention of its builders, for Barbary pirates ranged the coasts, and the horror of a native uprising lurked ever near.


A space of about a half-mile on every side of the castle was kept cleared away and roads had been built through the marshy land. All this had required an immense amount of labor, but manpower was plentiful. A present to a chief, and he furnished all that was needed. And Portuguese know how to make men work!


Less than three hundred yards to the east of the castle ran a wide, shallow river, which emptied into the harbor. The name has entirely slipped my mind. It was a heathenish title and I could never lay my tongue to it.


I found that I was not the only friend invited to the castle. It seems that once a year or some such matter, Dom Vincente brought a host of jolly companions to his lonely estate and made merry for some weeks, to make up for the work and solitude of the rest of the year.


In fact, it was nearly night, and a great banquet was in progress when I entered. I was acclaimed with great delight, greeted boisterously by friends and introduced to such strangers as were there.


Entirely too weary to take much part in the revelry, I ate, drank quietly, listened to the toasts and songs, and studied the feasters.


Dom Vincente, of course, I knew, as I had been intimate with him for years; also his pretty niece, Ysabel, who was one reason I had accepted his invitation to come to that stinking wilderness. Her second cousin, Carlos, I knew and disliked? — a sly, mincing fellow with a face like a mink’s. Then there was my old friend, Luigi Verenza, an Italian; and his flirt of a sister, Marcita, making eyes at the men as usual. Then there was a short, stocky German who called himself Baron von Schiller; and Jean Desmarte, an out-at-the-elbows nobleman of Gascony; and Don Florenzo de Seville, a lean, dark, silent man, who called himself a Spaniard and wore a rapier nearly as long as himself.


There were others, men and women, but it was long ago and all their names and faces I do not remember.


But there was one man whose face somehow drew my gaze as an alchemist’s magnet draws steel. He was a leanly built man of slightly more than medium height, dressed plainly, almost austerely, and he wore a sword almost as long as the Spaniard’s.


But it was neither his clothes nor his sword which attracted my attention. It was his face. A refined, high-bred face, it was furrowed deep with lines that gave it a weary, haggard expression. Tiny scars flecked jaw and forehead as if torn by savage claws; I could have sworn the narrow gray eyes had a fleeting, haunted look in their expression at times.


I leaned over to that flirt, Marcita, and asked the name of the man, as it had slipped my mind that we had been introduced.


“De Montour, from Normandy,” she answered. “A strange man. I don’t think I like him.”


“Then he resists your snares, my little enchantress?” I murmured, long friendship making me as immune from her anger as from her wiles. But she chose not to be angry and answered coyly, glancing from under demurely lowered lashes.


I watched De Montour much, feeling somehow a strange fascination. He ate lightly, drank much, seldom spoke, and then only to answer questions.


Presently, toasts making the rounds, I noticed his companions urging him to rise and give a health. At first he refused, then rose, upon their repeated urgings, and stood silent for a moment, goblet raised. He seemed to dominate, to overawe the group of revelers. Then with a mocking, savage laugh, he lifted the goblet above his head.


“To Solomon,” he exclaimed, “who bound all devils! And thrice cursed be he for that some escaped!”


A toast and a curse in one! It was drunk silently, and with many sidelong, doubting glances.





That night I retired early, weary of the long sea voyage and my head spinning from the strength of the wine, of which Dom Vincente kept such great stores.


My room was near the top of the castle and looked out toward the forests of the south and the river. The room was furnished in crude, barbaric splendor, as was all the rest of the castle.


Going to the window, I gazed out at the arquebusier pacing the castle grounds just inside the palisade; at the cleared space lying unsightly and barren in the moonlight; at the forest beyond; at the silent river.


From the native quarters close to the river bank came the weird twanging of some rude lute, sounding a barbaric melody.


In the dark shadows of the forest some uncanny nightbird lifted a mocking voice. A thousand minor notes sounded? — birds, and beasts, and the devil knows what else! Some great jungle cat began a hair-lifting yowling. I shrugged my shoulders and turned from the windows. Surely devils lurked in those sombre depths.


There came a knock at my door and I opened it, to admit De Montour.


He strode to the window and gazed at the moon, which rode resplendent and glorious.


“The moon is almost full, is it not, Monsieur?” he remarked, turning to me. I nodded, and I could have sworn that he shuddered.


“Your pardon, Monsieur. I will not annoy you further.” He turned to go, but at the door turned and retraced his steps.


“Monsieur,” he almost whispered, with a fierce intensity, “whatever you do, be sure you bar and bolt your door tonight!”


Then he was gone, leaving me to stare after him bewilderedly.


I dozed off to sleep, the distant shouts of the revelers in my ears, and though I was weary, or perhaps because of it, I slept lightly. While I never really awoke until morning, sounds and noises seemed to drift to me through my veil of slumber, and once it seemed that something was prying and shoving against the bolted door.


As is to be supposed, most of the guests were in a beastly humour the following day and remained in their rooms most of the morning or else straggled down late. Besides Dom Vincente there were really only three of the masculine members sober: De Montour; the Spaniard, de Seville (as he called himself); and myself. The Spaniard never touched wine, and though De Montour consumed incredible quantities of it, it never affected him in any way.


The ladies greeted us most graciously.


“S’truth, Signor,” remarked that minx Marcita, giving me her hand with a gracious air that was like to make me snicker, “I am glad to see there are gentlemen among us who care more for our company than for the wine cup; for most of them are most surprisingly befuddled this morning.”


Then with a most outrageous turning of her wondrous eyes, “Methinks someone was too drunk to be discreet last night? — or not drunk enough. For unless my poor senses deceive me much, someone came fumbling at my door late in the night.”


“Ha!” I exclaimed in quick anger, “some—!”


“No. Hush.” She glanced about as if to see that we were alone, then: “Is it not strange that Signor De Montour, before he retired last night, instructed me to fasten my door firmly?”


“Strange,” I murmured, but did not tell her that he had told me the same thing.


“And is it not strange, Pierre, that though Signor De Montour left the banquet hall even before you did, yet he has the appearance of one who has been up all night?”


I shrugged. A woman’s fancies are often strange.


“Tonight,” she said roguishly, “I will leave my door unbolted and see whom I catch.”


“You will do no such thing.”


She showed her little teeth in a contemptuous smile and displayed a small, wicked dagger.


“Listen, imp. De Montour gave me the same warning he did you. Whatever he knew, whoever prowled the halls last night, the object was more apt murder than amorous adventure. Keep you your doors bolted. The lady Ysabel shares your room, does she not?”


“Not she. And I send my woman to the slave quarters at night,” she murmured, gazing mischievously at me from beneath drooping eyelids.


“One would think you a girl of no character from your talk,” I told her, with the frankness of youth and of long friendship. “Walk with care, young lady, else I tell your brother to spank you.”


And I walked away to pay my respects to Ysabel. The Portuguese girl was the very opposite of Marcita, being a shy, modest young thing, not so beautiful as the Italian, but exquisitely pretty in an appealing, almost childish air. I once had thoughts? — Hi ho! To be young and foolish!


Your pardon, Messieurs. An old man’s mind wanders. It was of De Montour that I meant to tell you? — De Montour and Dom Vincente’s mink-faced cousin.


A band of armed natives were thronged about the gates, kept at a distance by the Portuguese soldiers. Among them were some score of young men and women all naked, chained neck to neck. Slaves they were, captured by some warlike tribe and brought for sale. Dom Vincente looked them over personally.


Followed a long haggling and bartering, of which I quickly wearied and turned away, wondering that a man of Dom Vincente’s rank could so demean himself as to stoop to trade.


But I strolled back when one of the natives of the village nearby came up and interrupted the sale with a long harangue to Dom Vincente.


While they talked De Montour came up, and presently Dom Vincente turned to us and said, “One of the woodcutters of the village was torn to pieces by a leopard or some such beast last night. A strong young man and unmarried.”


“A leopard? Did they see it?” suddenly asked De Montour, and when Dom Vincente said no, that it came and went in the night, De Montour lifted a trembling hand and drew it across his forehead, as if to brush away cold sweat.


“Look you, Pierre,” quoth Dom Vincente, “I have here a slave who, wonder of wonders, desires to be your man. Though the devil only knows why.”


He led up a slim young Jakri, a mere youth, whose main asset seemed a merry grin.


“He is yours,” said Dom Vincente. “He is goodly trained and will make a fine servant. And look ye, a slave is of an advantage over a servant, for all he requires is food and a loincloth or so with a touch of the whip to keep him in his place.”


It was not long before I learned why Gola wished to be “my man,” choosing me among all the rest. It was because of my hair. Like many dandies of that day, I wore it long and curled, the strands falling to my shoulders. As it happened, I was the only man of the party who so wore my hair, and Gola would sit and gaze at it in silent admiration for hours at a time, or until, growing nervous under his unblinking scrutiny, I would boot him forth.





It was that night that a brooding animosity, hardly apparent, between Baron von Schiller and Jean Desmarie broke out into a flame.


As usual, a woman was the cause. Marcita carried on a most outrageous flirtation with both of them.


That was not wise. Desmarte was a wild young fool. Von Schiller was a lustful beast. But when, Messieurs, did woman ever use wisdom?


Their hate flamed to a murderous fury when the German sought to kiss Marcita.


Swords were clashing in an instant. But before Dom Vincente could thunder a command to halt, Luigi was between the combatants, and had beaten their swords down, hurling them back viciously.


“Signori,” said he softly, but with a fierce intensity, “is it the part of high-bred signori to fight over my sister? Ha, by the toenails of Satan, for the toss of a coin I would call you both out! You, Marcita, go to your chamber, instantly, nor leave until I give you permission.”


And she went, for, independent though she was, none cared to face the slim, effeminate-appearing youth when a tigerish snarl curled his lips, a murderous gleam lightened his dark eyes.


Apologies were made, but from the glances the two rivals threw at each other, we knew that the quarrel was not forgotten and would blaze forth again at the slightest pretext.


Late that night I woke suddenly with a strange, eerie feeling of horror. Why, I could not say. I rose, saw that the door was firmly bolted, and seeing Gola asleep on the floor, kicked him awake irritably.


And just as he got up, hastily, rubbing himself, the silence was broken by a wild scream, a scream that rang through the castle and brought a startled shout from the arquebusier pacing the palisade; a scream from the mouth of a girl, frenzied with terror.


Gola squawked and dived behind the divan. I jerked the door open and raced down the dark corridor. Dashing down a winding stair, I caromed into someone at the bottom and we tumbled headlong.


He gasped something and I recognized the voice of Jean Desmarte. I hauled him to his feet, and raced along, he following; the screams had ceased, but the whole castle was in an uproar, voices shouting, the clank of weapons, lights flashing up, Dom Vincente’s voice shouting for the soldiers, the noise of armed men rushing through the rooms and falling over each other. With all the confusion, Desmarte, the Spaniard, and I reached Marcita’s room just as Luigi darted inside and snatched his sister into his arms.


Others rushed in, carrying lights and weapons, shouting, demanding to know what was occurring.


The girl lay quietly in her brother’s arms, her dark hair loose and rippling over her shoulders, her dainty night-garments torn to shreds and exposing her lovely body. Long scratches showed upon her arms, breasts and shoulders.


Presently, she opened her eyes, shuddered, then shrieked wildly and clung frantically to Luigi, begging him not to let something take her.


“The door!” she whimpered. “I left it unbarred. And something crept into my room through the darkness. I struck at it with my dagger and it hurled me to the floor, tearing, tearing at me. Then I fainted.”


“Where is von Schiller?” asked the Spaniard, a fierce glint in his dark eyes. Every man glanced at his neighbor. All the guests were there except the German. I noted De Montour gazing at the terrified girl, his face more haggard than usual. And I thought it strange that he wore no weapon.


“Aye, von Schiller!” exclaimed Desmarte fiercely. And half of us followed Dom Vincente out into the corridor. We began a vengeful search through the castle, and in a small, dark hallway we found von Schiller. On his face he lay, in a crimson, ever-widening stain.


“This is the work of some native!” exclaimed Desmarte, face aghast.


“Nonsense,” bellowed Dom Vincente. “No native from the outside could pass the soldiers. All slaves, von Schiller’s among them, were barred and bolted in the slave quarters, except Gola, who sleeps in Pierre’s room, and Ysabel’s woman.”


“But who else could have done this deed?” exclaimed Desmarte in a fury.


“You!” I said abruptly; “else why ran you so swiftly away from the room of Marcita?”


“Curse you, you lie!” he shouted, and his swift-drawn sword leaped for my breast; but quick as he was, the Spaniard was quicker. Desmarte’s rapier clattered against the wall and Desmarte stood like a statue, the Spaniard’s motionless point just touching his throat.


“Bind him,” said the Spaniard without passion.


“Put down your blade, Don Florenzo,” commanded Dom Vincente, striding forward and dominating the scene. “Signor Desmarte, you are one of my best friends, but I am the only law here and duty must be done. Give your word that you will not seek to escape.”


“I give it,” replied the Gascon calmly. “I acted hastily. I apologize. I was not intentionally running away, but the halls and corridors of this cursed castle confuse me.”


Of us all, probably but one man believed him.


“Messieurs!” De Montour stepped forward. “This youth is not guilty. Turn the German over.”


Two soldiers did as he asked. De Montour shuddered, pointing. The rest of us glanced once, then recoiled in horror.


“Could man have done that thing?”


“With a dagger?—” began someone.


“No dagger makes wounds like that,” said the Spaniard. “The German was torn to pieces by the talons of some frightful beast.”


We glanced about us, half expecting some hideous monster to leap upon us from the shadows.





We searched that castle; every foot, every inch of it. And we found no trace of any beast.


Dawn was breaking when I returned to my room, to find that Gola had barred himself in; and it took me nearly a half-hour to convince him to let me in.


Having smacked him soundly and berated him for his cowardice, I told him what had taken place, as he could understand French and could speak a weird mixture which he proudly called French.


His mouth gaped and only the whites of his eyes showed as the tale reached its climax.


“Ju ju!” he whispered fearfully. “Fetish man!”


Suddenly an idea came to me. I had heard vague tales, little more than hints of legends, of the devilish leopard cult that existed on the West Coast. No white man had ever seen one of its votaries, but Dom Vincente had told us tales of beast-men, disguised in skins of leopards, who stole through the midnight jungle and slew and devoured. A ghastly thrill traveled up and down my spine, and in an instant I had Gola in a grasp which made him yell.


“Was that a leopard-man?” I hissed, shaking him viciously.


“Massa, massa!” he gasped. “Me good boy! Ju ju man get! More better no tell!”


“You’ll tell me!” I gritted, renewing my endeavors, until, his hands waving feeble protests, he promised to tell me what he knew.


“No leopard-man!” he whispered, and his eyes grew big with supernatural fear. “Moon, he full, woodcutter find, him heap clawed. Find ’nother woodcutter. Big Massa (Dom Vincente) say, ‘leopard.’ No leopard. But leopard-man, he come to kill. Something kill leopard-man! Heap claw! Hai, hai! Moon full again. Something come in, lonely hut; claw um woman, claw um pick’nin. Man find um claw up. Big Massa say ‘leopard.’ Full moon again, and woodcutter find, heap clawed. Now come in castle. No leopard. But always footmarks of a man.”


I gave a startled, incredulous exclamation.


It was true, Gola averred. Always the footprints of a man led away from the scene of the murder. Then why did the natives not tell the Big Massa that he might hunt down the fiend? Here Gola assumed a crafty expression and whispered in my ear, “The footprints were of a man who wore shoes!”


Even assuming that Gola was lying, I felt a thrill of unexplainable horror. Who, then, did the natives believe was doing these frightful murders?


And he answered: Dom Vincente!


By this time, Messieurs, my mind was in a whirl.


What was the meaning of all this? Who slew the German and sought to ravish Marcita? And as I reviewed the crime, it appeared to me that murder rather than rape was the object of the attack.


Why did De Montour warn us, and then appear to have knowledge of the crime, telling us that Desmarte was innocent and then proving it?


It was all beyond me.


The tale of the slaughter got among the natives, in spite of all we could do, and they appeared restless and nervous, and thrice that day Dom Vincente had a black lashed for insolence. A brooding atmosphere pervaded the castle.


I considered going to Dom Vincente with Gola’s tale, but decided to wait awhile.





The women kept to their chambers that day, the men were restless and moody. Dom Vincente announced that the sentries would be doubled and some would patrol the corridors of the castle itself. I found myself musing cynically that if Gola’s suspicions were true, sentries would be of little good.


I am not, Messieurs, a man to brook such a situation with patience. And I was young then. So as we drank before retiring, I flung my goblet on the table and angrily announced that in spite of man, beast or devil, I slept that night with doors flung wide. And I tramped angrily to my chamber.


Again, as on the first night, De Montour came. And his face was as a man who has looked into the gaping gates of hell.


“I have come,” he said, “to ask you? — nay, Monsieur, to implore you to reconsider your rash determination.”


I shook my head impatiently.


“You are resolved? Yes? Then I ask you do to this for me, that after I enter my chamber, you will bolt my doors from the outside.”


I did as he asked, and then made my way back to my chamber, my mind in a maze of wonderment. I had sent Gola to the slave quarters, and I laid rapier and dagger close at hand. Nor did I go to bed, but crouched in a great chair, in the darkness. Then I had much ado to keep from sleeping. To keep myself awake, I fell to musing on the strange words of De Montour. He seemed to be laboring under great excitement; his eyes hinted of ghastly mysteries known to him alone. And yet his face was not that of a wicked man.


Suddenly the notion took me to go to his chamber and talk with him.


Walking those dark passages was a shuddersome task, but eventually I stood before De Montour’s door. I called softly. Silence. I reached out a hand and felt splintered fragments of wood. Hastily I struck flint and steel which I carried, and the flaming tinder showed the great oaken door sagging on its mighty hinges; showed a door smashed and splintered from the inside. And the chamber of De Montour was unoccupied.


Some instinct prompted me to hurry back to my room, swiftly but silently, shoeless feet treading softly. And as I neared the door, I was aware of something in the darkness before me. Something which crept in from a side corridor and glided stealthily along.


In a wild panic of fear I leaped, striking wildly and aimlessly in the darkness. My clenched fist encountered a human head, and something went down with a crash. Again I struck a light; a man lay senseless on the floor, and he was De Montour.


I thrust a candle into a niche in the wall, and just then De Montour’s eyes opened and he rose uncertainly.


“You!” I exclaimed, hardly knowing what I said. “You, of all men!”


He merely nodded.


“You killed von Schiller?”


“Yes.”


I recoiled with a gasp of horror.


“Listen.” He raised his hand. “Take your rapier and run me through. No man will touch you.”


“No,” I exclaimed. “I cannot.”


“Then, quick,” he said hurriedly, “get into your chamber and bolt the door. Haste! It will return!”


“What will return?” I asked, with a thrill of horror. “If it will harm me, it will harm you. Come into the chamber with me.”


“No, no!” he fairly shrieked, springing back from my outstretched arm. “Haste, haste! It left me for an instant, but it will return.” Then in a low-pitched voice of indescribable horror: “It is returning. It is here now!”


And I felt a something, a formless, shapeless presence near. A thing of frightfulness.


De Montour was standing, legs braced, arms thrown back, fists clenched. The muscles bulged beneath his skin, his eyes widened and narrowed, the veins stood out upon his forehead as if in great physical effort. As I looked, to my horror, out of nothing, a shapeless, nameless something took vague form! Like a shadow it moved upon De Montour.


It was hovering about him! Good God, it was merging, becoming one with the man!


De Montour swayed; a great gasp escaped him. The dim thing vanished. De Montour wavered. Then he turned toward me, and may God grant that I never look on a face like that again!


It was a hideous, a bestial face. The eyes gleamed with a frightful ferocity; the snarling lips were drawn back from gleaming teeth, which to my startled gaze appeared more like bestial fangs than human teeth.


Silently the thing (I cannot call it a human) slunk toward me. Gasping with horror I sprang back and through the door, just as the thing launched itself through the air, with a sinuous motion which even then made me think of a leaping wolf. I slammed the door, holding it against the frightful thing which hurled itself again and again against it.


Finally it desisted and I heard it slink stealthily off down the corridor. Faint and exhausted I sat down, waiting, listening. Through the open window wafted the breeze, bearing all the scents of Africa, the spicy and the foul. From the native village came the sound of a native drum. Other drums answered farther up the river and back in the bush. Then from somewhere in the jungle, horridly incongruous, sounded the long, high-pitched call of a timber wolf. My soul revolted.





Dawn brought a tale of terrified villagers, of a Negro woman torn by some fiend of the night, barely escaping. And to De Montour I went.


On the way I met Dom Vincente. He was perplexed and angry.


“Some hellish thing is at work in this castle,” he said. “Last night, though I have said naught of it to anyone, something leaped upon the back of one of the arquebusiers, tore the leather jerkin from his shoulders and pursued him to the barbican. More, someone locked De Montour into his room last night, and he was forced to smash the door to get out.”


He strode on, muttering to himself, and I proceeded down the stairs, more puzzled than ever.


De Montour sat upon a stool, gazing out the window. An indescribable air of weariness was about him.


His long hair was uncombed and tousled, his garments were tattered. With a shudder I saw faint crimson stains upon his hands, and noted that the nails were torn and broken.


He looked up as I came in, and waved me to a seat. His face was worn and haggard, but was that of a man.


After a moment’s silence, he spoke.


“I will tell you my strange tale. Never before has it passed my lips, and why I tell you, knowing that you will not believe me, I cannot say.”


And then I listened to what was surely the wildest, the most fantastic, the weirdest tale ever heard by man.



·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


Years ago, said De Montour, I was upon a military mission in northern France. Alone, I was forced to pass through the fiend-haunted woodlands of Villefère. In those frightful forests I was beset by an inhuman, a ghastly thing? — a werewolf. Beneath a midnight moon we fought, and slew it. Now this is the truth: that if a werewolf is slain in the half-form of a man, its ghost will haunt its slayer through eternity. But if it is slain as a wolf, hell gapes to receive it. The true werewolf is not (as many think) a man who may take the form of a wolf, but a wolf who takes the form of a man!


Now listen, my friend, and I will tell you of the wisdom, the hellish knowledge that is mine, gained through many a frightful deed, imparted to me amid the ghastly shadows of midnight forests where fiends and half-beasts roamed.


In the beginning, the world was strange, misshapen. Grotesque beasts wandered through its jungles. Driven from another world, ancient demons and fiends came in great numbers and settled upon this newer, younger world. Long the forces of good and evil warred.


A strange beast, known as man, wandered among the other beasts, and since good or bad must have a concrete form ere either accomplishes its desire, the spirits of good entered man. The fiends entered other beasts, reptiles and birds; and long and fiercely waged the age-old battle. But man conquered. The great dragons and serpents were slain and with them the demons. Finally, Solomon, wise beyond the ken of man, made great war upon them, and by virtue of his wisdom, slew, seized and bound. But there were some which were the fiercest, the boldest, and though Solomon drove them out he could not conquer them. Those had taken the form of wolves. As the ages passed, wolf and demon became merged. No longer could the fiend leave the body of the wolf at will. In many instances, the savagery of the wolf overcame the subtlety of the demon and enslaved him, so the wolf became again only a beast, a fierce, cunning beast, but merely a beast. But of the werewolves, there are many, even yet.


And during the time of the full moon, the wolf may take the form, or the half-form of a man. When the moon hovers at her zenith, however, the wolf-spirit again takes ascendency and the werewolf becomes a true wolf once more. But if it is slain in the form of a man, then the spirit is free to haunt its slayer through the ages.


Harken now. I had thought to have slain the thing after it had changed to its true shape. But I slew it an instant too soon. The moon, though it approached the zenith, had not yet reached it, nor had the thing taken on fully the wolf-form.


Of this I knew nothing and went my way. But when the next time approached for the full moon, I began to be aware of a strange, malicious influence. An atmosphere of horror hovered in the air and I was aware of inexplicable, uncanny impulses.


One night in a small village in the center of a great forest, the influence came upon me with full power. It was night, and the moon, nearly full, was rising over the forest. And between the moon and me, I saw, floating in the upper air, ghostly and barely discernible, the outline of a wolf’s head!


I remember little of what happened thereafter. I remember, dimly, clambering into the silent street, remember struggling, resisting briefly, vainly, and the rest is a crimson maze, until I came to myself the next morning and found my garments and hands caked and stained crimson; and heard the horrified chattering of the villagers, telling of a pair of clandestine lovers, slaughtered in a ghastly manner, scarcely outside the village, torn to pieces as if by wild beasts, as if by wolves.


From that village I fled aghast, but I fled not alone. In the day I could not feel the drive of my fearful captor, but when night fell and the moon rose, I ranged the silent forest, a frightful thing, a slayer of humans, a fiend in a man’s body.


God, the battles I have fought! But always it overcame me and drove me ravening after some new victim. But after the moon had passed its fullness, the thing’s power over me ceased suddenly. Nor did it return until three nights before the moon was full again.


Since then I have roamed the world — fleeing, fleeing, seeking to escape. Always the thing follows, taking possession of my body when the moon is full. Gods, the frightful deeds I have done!


I would have slain myself long ago, but I dare not. For the soul of a suicide is accurst, and my soul would be forever hunted through the flames of hell. And harken, most frightful of all, my slain body would forever roam the earth, moved and inhabited by the soul of the werewolf! Can any thought be more ghastly?


And I seem immune to the weapons of man. Swords have pierced me, daggers have hacked me. I am covered with scars. Yet never have they struck me down. In Germany they bound and led me to the block. There would I have willingly placed my head, but the thing came upon me, and breaking my bonds, I slew and fled. Up and down the world I have wandered, leaving horror and slaughter in my trail. Chains, cells cannot hold me. The thing is fastened to me through all eternity.


In desperation I accepted Dom Vincente’s invitation, for look you, none knows of my frightful double life, since no one could recognize me in the clutch of the demon; and few, seeing me, live to tell of it.


My hands are red, my soul doomed to everlasting flames, my mind is torn with remorse for my crimes. And yet I can do nothing to help myself. Surely, Pierre, no man ever knew the hell that I have known.


Yes, I slew von Schiller, and I sought to destroy the girl Marcita. Why I did not, I cannot say, for I have slain both women and men.


Now, if you will, take your sword and slay me, and with my last breath I will give you the good God’s blessing. No?


You know now my tale and you see before you a man, fiend-haunted for all eternity.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·



My mind was spinning with wonderment as I left the room of De Montour. What to do, I knew not. It seemed likely that he would yet murder us all, and yet I could not bring myself to tell Dom Vincente all. From the bottom of my soul I pitied De Montour.


So I kept my peace, and in the days that followed I made occasion to seek him out and converse with him. A real friendship sprang up between us.


About this time that black devil, Gola, began to wear an air of suppressed excitement, as if he knew something he wished desperately to tell, but would not or else dared not.


So the days passed in feasting, drinking and hunting, until one night De Montour came to my chamber and pointed silently at the moon which was just rising.


“Look ye,” he said, “I have a plan. I will give it out that I am going into the jungle for hunting and will go forth, apparently for several days. But at night I will return to the castle, and you must lock me into the dungeon which is used as a storeroom.”


This we did, and I managed to slip down twice a day and carry food and drink to my friend. He insisted on remaining in the dungeon even in the day, for though the fiend had never exerted its influence over him in the daytime, and he believed it powerless then, yet he would take no chances.


It was during this time that I began to notice that Dom Vincente’s mink-faced cousin, Carlos, was forcing his attentions upon Ysabel, who was his second cousin, and who seemed to resent those attentions.


Myself, I would have challenged him for a duel for the toss of a coin, for I despised him, but it was really none of my affair. However, it seemed that Ysabel feared him.


My friend Luigi, by the way, had become enamored of the dainty Portuguese girl, and was making swift love to her daily.


And De Montour sat in his cell and reviewed his ghastly deeds until he battered the bars with his bare hands.


And Don Florenzo wandered about the castle grounds like a dour Mephistopheles.


And the other guests rode and quarreled and drank.


And Gola slithered about, eyeing me if always on the point of imparting momentous information. What wonder if my nerves became rasped to the shrieking point?


Each day the natives grew surlier and more and more sullen and intractable.





One night, not long before the full of the moon, I entered the dungeon where De Montour sat.


He looked up quickly.


“You dare much, coming to me in the night.”


I shrugged my shoulders, seating myself.


A small barred window let in the night scents and sounds of Africa.


“Hark to the native drums,” I said. “For the past week they have sounded almost incessantly.”


De Montour assented.


“The natives are restless. Methinks ’tis deviltry they are planning. Have you noticed that Carlos is much among them?”


“No,” I answered, “but ’tis like there will be a break between him and Luigi. Luigi is paying court to Ysabel.”


So we talked, when suddenly De Montour became silent and moody, answering only in monosyllables.


The moon rose and peered in at the barred windows. De Montour’s face was illuminated by its beams.


And then the hand of horror grasped me. On the wall behind De Montour appeared a shadow, a shadow clearly defined of a wolf’s head!


At the same instant De Montour felt its influence. With a shriek he bounded from his stool.


He pointed fiercely, and as with trembling hands I slammed and bolted the door behind me, I felt him hurl his weight against it. As I fled up the stairway I heard a wild raving and battering at the iron-bound door. But with all the werewolf’s might the great door held.


As I entered my room, Gola dashed in and gasped out the tale he had been keeping for days.


I listened, incredulously, and then dashed forth to find Dom Vincente.


I was told that Carlos had asked him to accompany him to the village to arrange a sale of slaves.


My informer was Don Florenzo of Seville, and when I gave him a brief outline of Gola’s tale; he accompanied me.


Together we dashed through the castle gate, flinging a word to the guards, and down the landing toward the village.


Dom Vincente, Dom Vincente, walk with care, keep sword loosened in its sheath! Fool, fool, to walk in the night with Carlos, the traitor!





They were nearing the village when we caught up with them. “Dom Vincente!” I exclaimed; “return instantly to the castle. Carlos is selling you into the hands of the natives! Gola has told me that he lusts for your wealth and for Ysabel! A terrified native babbled to him of booted footprints near the places where the woodcutters were murdered, and Carlos has made the blacks believe that the slayer was you! Tonight the natives were to rise and slay every man in the castle except Carlos! Do you not believe me, Dom Vincente?”


“Is this the truth, Carlos?” asked Dom Vincente, in amazement.


Carlos laughed mockingly.


“The fool speaks truth,” he said, “but it accomplishes you nothing. Ho!”


He shouted as he leaped for Dom Vincente. Steel flashed in the moonlight and the Spaniard’s sword was through Carlos ere he could move.


And the shadows rose about us. Then it was back to back, sword and dagger, three men against a hundred. Spears flashed, and a fiendish yell went up from savage throats. I spitted three natives in as many thrusts and then went down from a stunning swing from a war-club, and an instant later Dom Vincente fell upon me, with a spear in one arm and another through the leg. Don Florenzo was standing above us, sword leaping like a live thing, when a charge of the arquebusiers swept the river bank clear and we were borne into the castle.


The black hordes came with a rush, spears flashing like a wave of steel, a thunderous roar of savagery going up to the skies.


Time and again they swept up the slopes, bounding the moat, until they were swarming over the palisades. And time and again the fire of the hundred-odd defenders hurled them back.


They had set fire to the plundered warehouses, and their light vied with the light of the moon. Just across the river there was a larger storehouse, and about this hordes of the natives gathered, tearing it apart for plunder.


“Would that they would drop a torch upon it,” said Dom Vincente, “for naught is stored therein save some thousand pounds of gunpowder. I dared not store the treacherous stuff this side of the river. All the tribes of the river and coast have gathered for our slaughter and all my ships are upon the seas. We may hold out awhile, but eventually they will swarm the palisade and put us to the slaughter.”


I hastened to the dungeon wherein De Montour sat. Outside the door I called to him and he bade me enter in voice which told me the fiend had left him for an instant.


“The blacks have risen,” I told him.


“I guessed as much. How goes the battle?”


I gave him the details of the betrayal and the fight, and mentioned the powder-house across the river. He sprang to his feet.


“Now by my hag-ridden soul!” he exclaimed. “I will fling the dice once more with hell! Swift, let me out of the castle! I will essay to swim the river and set off yon powder!”


“It is insanity!” I exclaimed. “A thousand blacks lurk between the palisades and the river, and thrice that number beyond! The river itself swarms with crocodiles!”


“I will attempt it!” he answered, a great light in his face. “If I can reach it, some thousand natives will lighten the siege; if I am slain, then my soul is free and mayhap will gain some forgiveness for that I gave my life to atone for my crimes.”


Then, “Haste,” he exclaimed, “for the demon is returning! Already I feel his influence! Haste ye!”


For the castle gates we sped, and as De Montour ran he gasped as a man in a terrific battle.


At the gate he pitched headlong, then rose, to spring through it. Wild yells greeted him from the natives.


The arquebusiers shouted curses at him and at me. Peering down from the top of the palisades I saw him turn from side to side uncertainly. A score of natives were rushing recklessly forward, spears raised.


Then the eerie wolf-yell rose to the skies, and De Montour bounded forward. Aghast, the natives paused, and before a man of them could move he was among them. Wild shrieks, not of rage, but of terror.


In amazement the arquebusiers held their fire.


Straight through the group of blacks De Montour charged, and when they broke and fled, three of them fled not.


A dozen steps De Montour took in pursuit; then stopped stock-still. A moment he stood so while spears flew about him, then turned and ran swiftly in the direction of the river.


A few steps from the river another band of blacks barred his way. In the flaming light of the burning houses the scene was clearly illuminated. A thrown spear tore through De Montour’s shoulder. Without pausing in his stride he tore it forth and drove it through a native, leaping over his body to get among the others.


They could not face the fiend-driven white man. With shrieks they fled, and De Montour, bounding upon the back of one, brought him down.


Then he rose, staggered and sprang to the river bank. An instant he paused there and then vanished in the shadows.


“Name of the devil!” gasped Dom Vincente at my shoulder. “What manner of man is that? Was that De Montour?”


I nodded. The wild yells of the natives rose above the crackle of the arquebus fire. They were massed thick about the great warehouse across the river.


“They plan a great rush,” said Dom Vincente. “They will swarm clear over the palisade, methinks. Ha!”


A crash that seemed to rip the skies apart! A burst of flame that mounted to the stars! The castle rocked with the explosion. Then silence, as the smoke, drifting away, showed only a great crater where the warehouse had stood.


I could tell of how Dom Vincente led a charge, crippled as he was, out of the castle gate and, down the slope, to fall upon the terrified blacks who had escaped the explosion. I could tell of the slaughter, of the victory and the pursuit of the fleeing natives.


I could tell, too, Messieurs, of how I became separated from the band and of how I wandered far into the jungle, unable to find my way back to the coast.


I could tell how I was captured by a wandering band of slave raiders, and of how I escaped. But such is not my intention. In itself it would make a long tale; and it is of De Montour that I am speaking.


•   •   •   •   •



I thought much of the things that had passed and wondered if indeed De Montour reached the storehouse to blow it to the skies or whether it was but the deed of chance.


That a man could swim that reptile-swarming river, fiend-driven though he was, seemed impossible. And if he blew up the storehouse, he must have gone up with it.


So one night I pushed my way wearily through the jungle and sighted the coast, and close to the shore a small, tumbledown hut of thatch. To it I went, thinking to sleep therein if insects and reptiles would allow.


I entered the doorway and then stopped short. Upon a makeshift stool sat a man. He looked up as I entered and the rays of the moon fell across his face.


I started back with a ghastly thrill of horror. It was De Montour, and the moon was full!


Then as I stood, unable to flee, he rose and came toward me. And his face, though haggard as of a man who has looked into hell, was the face of a sane man.


“Come in, my friend,” he said, and there was a great peace in his voice. “Come in and fear me not. The fiend has left me forever.”


“But tell me, how conquered you?” I exclaimed as I grasped his hand.


“I fought a frightful battle, as I ran to the river,” he answered, “for the fiend had me in its grasp and drove me to fall upon the natives. But for the first time my soul and mind gained ascendency for an instant, an instant just long enough to hold me to my purpose. And I believe the good saints came to my aid, for I was giving my life to save life.


“I leaped into the river and swam, and in an instant the crocodiles were swarming about me.


“Again in the clutch of the fiend, I fought them, there in the river. Then suddenly the thing left me.


“I climbed from the river and fired the warehouse. The explosion hurled me hundreds of feet, and for days I wandered witless through the jungle.


“But the full moon came, and came again, and I felt not the influence of the fiend.


“I am free, free!” And a wondrous note of exultation, nay, exaltation, thrilled his words:


“My soul is free. Incredible as it seems, the demon lies drowned upon the bed of the river, or else inhabits the body of one of the savage reptiles that swim the ways of the Niger.”





This and “Forest of Villefère”

 make up the De Montour series


——————
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Things That Are God’s

The Wolf-man comes to his senses
 through a terrible crime
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I was born with the seal of Satan on my heart. People called me damned. Some there were who laid it to heredity and saw in me the reincarnation of that evil spirit which had poisoned the Clavell blood from generations past. Ours was a lineage of moral degenerates and I the last of the accursed lot.


Of my more remote ancestry I have little knowledge; but the whispered tales of their misspent lives rivaled, in ghastliness, some of the bloodiest chapters in history. Originating as they did in the hectic career of one Henri Clavell — an individual who had dipped his fingers deeply in the terrors of the Inquisition — those tales now ring unspeakably vile. With horror and bloodshed they fairly reek; but to me they were all enthralling.


Of my immediate descent memory serves me well. I can picture with startling vividness the leering countenance of my grandsire, “Wolf” Clavell, who swung on the gallows for a monstrous crime he gloried in. An ax had been his weapon, hatred his passion, a baby his victim. He had shown no mercy and in his brazenly corrupted state he begged none. He died an infidel, swearing unforgettable vengeance against humanity.


One of his sons was a madman — vicious, uncontrollable. The other, my father, ended his days in a felon’s cell, cursing the very intonation of the priest who prayed to bring him comfort. I witnessed his burial; but I could not mourn. My eyes were dry, my heart cold. The solemnity of the rites bored me. In the midst of the service I quit the grave and wandered homeward. It was then that I took, up the thread of my forebears and wove such a life of infamy and horror as to brand me indeed a thing of Satan.


“It is in the blood,” people would mutter over my early misdeeds. “The lad’s a Clavell — possessed of the devil!” This they believed, and scowled upon me as they might upon some vexatious sore which refused to be healed. I, Ramon Clavell, was a problem. All their knowledge of criminal psychology could not solve me. With a warped sense of loyalty I hugged the abomination of the Clavell history to my heart and lauded the atrocities committed by my progenitors. I recognized no wrongdoing. I knew no evil. I experienced only an overwhelming resentment at the rebukes administered — an insane hatred of all things retarding my lawless development.


Mine was a body without a soul — an automaton of flesh and bone totally lacking in conscience. Of this I am now convinced.


Socially I was ostracized; playmates I had none. In that sombre village of Mont Clare superstition ran amuck and the children of the neighborhood set me apart as one bewitched. They uttered my name in awe-filled tones and disappeared like magic at my approach. If, by chance, I encountered any of them unawares, the fear and horror they displayed convulsed me with laughter. At such times only my lack of strength prevented bloodshed, for, strange as it may seem,: I was a weakling.


But I wanted to kill! I would have done so with a smile upon my lips, and in all probability flaunted the fact at the trial. In me there rankled a stinging bitterness against all mankind and I yearned to destroy this thing that galled me. I brooded over the thought for hours at a time, up in my ever-gloomy chamber under the rafters. There, wild schemes I wove to insure my triumph; and the schemes were always cunning, devilish, for I was painfully aware of my physical limitations.


At such times when I brooded, my mother came to me with soft-toned words and gentle hands. “Unhappy Ann” they called her in the village; but a more patient, long-suffering soul never breathed. She must have understood. “Ramon,” she would plead with tear-dimmed eyes, “there is a God — and He is good. We must only love and pray.” And then she would sink to her knees and raise her face to heaven.


I can see her now — coarsely clad, work-weary, face hardened and seamed with suffering — but my chiseled heart was blind. I would have none of Him. Out of the depths of mine iniquity I cursed that kneeling form. I jeered at her, abused and reviled her. In me there was no love — for love is of the soul. I wanted to be left alone to perfect my nefarious schemes, and her very presence, her words, her tears, almost drove me frantic. Once, in a frenzy of rage, I flew at her with clawing nails and tore a long, bloody gash along her cheek. With a deep, lingering cry which now haunts me day and night, but meant nothing to me then, she collapsed at my feet and I returned to my brooding.


•   •   •   •   •


I was still in my teens when I first developed this hollow, racking cough which now draws blood. Oft-times in my dreams, a violent spasm would attack me and I would fight my way back to consciousness through a roaring hell of breathless torture.


My mother consulted the village doctor. He shook his head. No skill on earth could cure me. “An early death” was his grim-voiced prophecy.


Even then I experienced no fear. Death of itself held no terror for me — not even the horror of a slow, creeping death for which I was destined. My only concern lay in the culmination of my plans, and it was the thought of failure which brought my first scheme to maturity.


I would study. I would learn. I would gain a wide knowledge of the arts and sciences and thus lend depth to my cunning. Ere death claimed me I would bring down upon mankind such a cataclysm of misery and suffering as to make even their vaunted God tremble on His throne. To this end I applied myself, working feverishly against time, for I remembered that grim-voiced prophecy.


Outwardly I became a religious zealot. The staid patriarchs of the village marveled at the change and solemnly wagged their heads over the noticeable disease which ravaged me. “It is the work of God,” they murmured, and welcomed me with out-stretched arms when I made my first appearance on the steps of St. Mary’s.


They chanted of love and of redemption that day. They spoke of the lost sheep and its return to the fold. They sang hymns of praise and of thanksgiving. But what a smoldering demon they harbored in their midst 1 My very presence was a mockery. I heard them through and to every prayer I murmured an amen of blasphemy.


Day and night my calloused brain and eager fingers were busy in perfecting a medium of annihilation — a powerful explosive, a dustlike powder whose reaction to ordinary water was to be little short of cyclonic. The entire village became my laboratory. Secretly I spread the powder for its initial test. Came the fall of rain, and a deafening explosion threw the town into a state of panic. My heart rejoiced. The thing, was workable, and the little chapel of St. Mary’s my first victim.


Thereafter, my progress was maddeningly slow. True, I managed to destroy much property and some few lives; but the havoc wrought was insufficient to cause the wholesale deaths of which I dreamed.


•   •   •   •   •


For more than a year I confined my experiments to the village of Mont Clare. The consternation I provoked among those God-fearing people was my only comfort. I reveled in the fear that stamped their faces, in the haunted gleam that filled their eyes.


Gradually, however, the first surge of religious ardor diminished and they looked for a more practical explanation of the mystery. I came within their line of vision. They recalled my sinful extraction, my former penchant for destruction, and all their stored-up anger descended like a flood about me.


I fled southward and buried myself here among the teeming thousands of the metropolis. Money I had none; but my aptitude in picking locks and manipulating dials made it possible for me to equip a little laboratory on the top floor of a squalid tenement.


Then, weeks later, there came a rap upon my door — sharp and insistent. After some hesitation I opened it. A stocky, square-shouldered man pushed his way in and cast a searching glance around. He was unknown to me and I inquired of his errand.


“Just wanted to see your layout,” was his crisp reply. “Queer place for a laboratory.”


My hand closed on a phial of vitriol resting on a shelf behind me and I threw it. He dodged the deadly missile and pinned me to the floor. He smiled as he snapped the steel around my wrists. For a moment only I gazed into those quiet, efficient eyes of his;, but in that moment was born in me such an intense hatred for the man as to eclipse temporarily my scheme for worldwide destruction.


His name was Kennedy — a plain-clothes man of marked ability. As an untangler of mysteries his fame had traveled beyond the ranks of the metropolitan force, and it was at this, his pride, that I vowed to strike back.


For ten years within the cold gray walls of Sing Sing, I plotted and schemed against this presumptuous being — my nemesis. My weaving brain clothed him with every hateful characteristic of mankind. I saw reflected in him all law, all order, all restriction, and I set him up as a symbol of humanity — the humanity I would exterminate.


The mystery of the Mont Clare disasters he had solved; the perpetrator of those crimes he had found; but I would create a problem that would baffle him completely. I would toy with him and laugh — and then I would put an end to him.


This thought wove itself into every fiber of my being; but at first it seemed hopeless. I Was sentenced for life while my gnawing malady was making steady progress. Gradually, however, I noticed a growing sympathy for my condition among my fellow convicts, and I played up to it with a cunning born of desperation. An escape was being planned by four of them and I managed to worm my way into their schemes. A guard was bribed, weapons secured, and I took part in that famous “break” in the summer of 1925, when two prisoners escaped and three were shot. This, after a confinement of ten years.


For weeks I lay hidden along the Hudson, gloating over my freedom and nursing my scheme for vengeance. It was only the thought of Kennedy that saved me from collapse — only the memory of his triumphant smile that gave me the strength to fight. When, finally, I returned to my old haunts (the tenements) I harbored a well-matured plan for his destruction.


My personal appearance was altered considerably. I had acquired a studied limp and walked with drooping shoulders. My face was seamed and hairy; my body trembled as if with the ague. No one could have recognized in my aged and tottering frame the body of Ramon Clavell.


Adhering to my plan, 1 changed my name. I became a character. People now knew me as “Pap” Hawkins, a peddler of trifling knicknacks. Every morning I took up my stand along the Bowery and cried my wares. Every evening I hobbled homeward with my two suitcases filled with innocent odds and ends. Kennedy I sometimes met and the sight of him drove me into a cold fury; but he always passed me by without recognition.


•   •   •   •   •


For a matter of months I played my part, patiently marking time until my new identity had been thoroughly established; but my wasting disease was a constant reminder of the necessity for early action. Death was not far distant.


And then I knew that the hour had come. It was a night of storm — a cold, driving storm that came raging out of the North with all the abandon of a wild thing and swayed my pulse with magnetic touch. An impatient exhilaration seized me as I made my preparations and waited for the house to slumber. Then with my bags in hand I stole up the darkened stairway, through the scuttle and onto the rain-swept roof. Hugging the coping closely I fought the storm, fearful lest the one thing I had left to chance should wreck my plans; but finally I found that which I sought — an unlatched trap on a neighboring roof — and through this I descended.


The passage was in darkness and unfamiliar. From somewhere to my left there came the dismal sound of fitful dreaming. I crept stealthily along, found a door and listened. All was quiet within, and I entered.


The room was black. Above I could hear the chatter of rain on the skylight. For a time I crouched, motionless, harkening to the steady respiration of someone sleeping. Apparently there was only one tenant.


Carefully, I picked my way across the narrow chamber and found the bed. A bit of ether, a saturated rag, and the occupant was at my mercy. An unholy enthusiasm seized me. Kennedy’s smiling face was ever uppermost in my mind. Deliberately, methodically, 1 set to work on one of the most revolting crimes that ever shocked the souls of men, and when I had finished, my waiting bags were laden with the severed flesh and bones of a human body.


I was pleased. The work was well done — just as I had planned it. Carefully I checked over every action. There were no fingerprints (I had worn rubber gloves the while), no thoughtlessly dropped article, no clue of any sort which might serve as a boomerang. So far as the victim was concerned there was not even a motive. I did not know the identity of the body I had outraged. Mine was the perfect crime, and, I repeat, I was well pleased. Let Kennedy, the mighty, solve this one — if he could!


Yet, even as I thought of Kennedy, a strange doubt assailed me. In some far recess of my brain it bobbed up with tantalizing aggressiveness and clung there like a leech. I hesitated and frowned into the darkness. Never had I questioned my own sagacity; but in that hour of vengeful triumph I found myself again reviewing my every action.


This noticeable change in my mental methods was more than a puzzle. I tried to shake off the obsession; but the doubt grew and burst into a nerve-racking passion wholly unfamiliar to me. I began to breathe quickly; my body trembled; perspiration oozed from every pore; and, with my thoughts in chaos, I fled.


Back in my own quarters I jammed the bags into a closet and set to brooding. But my ease of mind had vanished. I sprang to my feet and paced the floor. The thoughts that haunted me were things of torture. Whence they came I knew not; but my physical reaction was undeniable. On my couch I tossed for hours with the riddle still unsolved and finally sank exhausted into fitful slumber.


•   •   •   •   •


For two days I confined myself to my chamber, scarcely giving a thought to food or sleep. My brain grew numb in its continual struggle with that amazing enigma which almost crazed me. A will foreign to my own seemed battling for supremacy within me. It was like the rise of a suppressed soul — the dawn of conscience. The while I grew steadily weaker.


And then came discovery. The yellow journals of the city ran the story under screaming headlines. Kennedy had the case in hand (it was his district), and an arrest was promised within forty-eight hours. Vain promise, I thought, and tried to force a feeling of elation. I even chuckled for a time; but the sound fell with a hollow echo in my ears. That gnawing thing within robbed me of the satisfaction I had anticipated. I was nervous and irritable. Any slight noise caused me to start; but I buried myself in the daily papers and tried to forget.


The identity of the slain one was unknown. A wrinkled old crone had wandered into the district some days before and had rented the room. No one had seen her since.


I re-read the story many times and was conscious of a growing horror, a feeling I had never experienced before. Vaguely I sensed the birth of fear; but I held to my purpose with dogged determination.


As promised, an arrest was made. That same day a bundle tagged as the property of Detective Kennedy was picked up along the Bowery. It contained the withered arms and hands of ah old woman.


The following day a second bundle, similarly tagged, was found on the doornail of a rectory over in the Bronx. Two shrunken and chopped-up limbs were uncovered.


At this the clergy raged; laymen swore; the inefficiency of the metropolitan force was widely condemned. No one suspected tottering “Pap” Hawkins and his innocent-looking bags.


Those mysterious bundles with their gruesome contents were properly linked with the tenement tragedy by some imaginative reporter. Their discovery unleashed a veritable torrent of sarcasm in which Kennedy’s fruitless methods were severely scored. The public was clamoring for an arrest and again Kennedy made a promise. The murderer was known and would be apprehended ere the week was out. The case against him was not quite complete. Once more the city waited; but nothing happened.


I glowed with exultation; but it was short-lived. The passion was wholly assumed. I paced my dingy quarters in a turmoil of emotion — enraged, helpless, yet unwilling to relent. My plans called for a second killing, similarly executed, and a third — as many in fact as I found necessary for the wrecking of the man called Kennedy. But that nameless thing which haunted me intruded. It drained me of all will. It encompassed me like a barrier of steel. Fear, horror, pity, humanity — with these weapons it fought and battered my former self into cowering submission.


Faint and trembling, yet with a wild desire to carry on, I flung wide the door to my hiding place and was, for the first time, nauseated by the pungent odor of death it concealed.


One of my bags was empty. The other I had not yet opened. As I tried to drag it from concealment, it slipped through my hands and tumbled to the floor with a thud. The lid snapped open and out popped that grisly, gray-topped head.


Tottering and swaying, like the aged thing it was, it came weaving across the carpet toward me. Long strands of matted hair quivered snakelike in its wake. Its eyes were open and staring. It seemed to be alive.


I recoiled before it. My limbs were trembling, my heart cold. But on it rolled, slowly, accusingly, and with a final lurch tilted into position at my very feet.


I uttered a cry of horror and stared •with burning eyes into its withered, upturned face.


That moment seemed eternity. In a flood of realization the baseness of my life swept before me. Understanding dawned and the shock which knowledge brought was agonizing. A low moan escaped me. I sank to my knees, whipped, grovelling, and for the first time called on God.


For there, on that bloodless cheek where I had implanted it in youth, sprawled a jagged, purple-edged scar!


And now I wait for death. The shadows are closing in. Beside me rests the head, mute testimony of the one undying love man knows. I murmur a prayer and from within my wasted shell vibrates a responsive chord — comforting, reassuring — the voice of the soul that now inhabits me — my mother.
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— I —


“My God! What’s that?” Graveland Stannard spoke nervously, the tense, strained tones betraying marked alarm.


From somewhere outside the magnificent residence of the famous expert in plastic surgery there had suddenly come a long, piercing, brutelike wail, splitting the sultry blackness of the warm June night with startling and mournful cadence. Weirdly, like a melancholy warning from the spirit world, the terrifying, unearthly cry had come to these two erring young souls.


The girl-wife of the great surgeon — blond, shapely and pretty, a weak flapper whose prayerbook was a pack of cards, whose rosary was a cigarette ease, and whose prayer was made to a bottle of synthetic gin — answered the man’s nervous inquiry lightly as she again pressed her warm, red lips to those of the dark young artist, but there was also a noticeable trace of agitation present in her voice.


“It is only Terror, the doctor’s great wolf,” she said, reassuringly. “Don’t be such a coward, Stan — it’s only Terror quarreling with some of the animals the doctor keeps for his nasty experiments! Oh, Stan! He is a wonderful man — but I hate him! I’m afraid of him, too, Stan dear — he’s so cold and hard and cruel!”


“The doctor is a great man,” young Stannard declared, “but I’ve heard that in his vivisection-experiments he is absolutely without feeling!”


The doctor’s pretty young wife lay contentedly in the young artist’s arms. Suddenly he felt her tremble a little.


“Stan, sometimes I’m horribly afraid! He — he’s terrible! Once, a young farmer, who used to beat his wife, had bruised his hand in doing so, and when the doctor heard of it he amputated every finger of the man’s hand, one by one, without an anesthetic, claiming the encroachment of blood-poisoning to be so rapid he had not the time to use anesthesia! Oh, my God! it was horrible!”


The woman again pressed her hot lips tremblingly to those of the man.


Instantly there came again the long, sinister, baying howl The woman with difficulty repressed a scream — she clung tightly to the young man.


Graveland Stannard was no coward. But the terrifying significance of that uncanny cry appalled him.


Strange and uneasy yelps of terror and frightened whimperings came from the other animals through the hot night air. Then quite suddenly came a deadly quiet, a fearful, throbbing silence. Like an unspoken prophecy of dread import came the uneasy nerve-racking silence like the sultry calm before a tropic storm. The woman shuddered.


Just outside the open bedroom window, through which the balmy night air of June whisperingly entered and gently fanned, with spiritlike touch, the heated faces of the woman and her lover, there suddenly came a deep menacing growl, followed by a sharp, but low-voiced command, spoken by human tongue.


“My God! The doctor!” she whispered brokenly. In frantic fright she clung to Stannard. “For God’s sake, Stan, he’ll kill me!” The words were inarticulate; chattering teeth forbade clear enunciation, but the woman’s attitude bespoke the wildly agonizing fear she felt.


The man thrust her from him rudely. “You said he was in New York!” he reproached her roughly. In the darkness of the room Graveland Stannard moved rapidly away from the woman. His hand touched his hip pocket — his revolver was there. “Thank heaven for a dark night!” he muttered.


The woman lay quite still upon the couch in a paralysis of fear.


Outside in the inky darkness of the garden a tall, slender man, black of hair and eye and with pointed black beard, spoke quietly again to a great crouching black beast that whimpered at his feet.


Graveland Stannard knew every step he was taking in the unlighted house. His fingers had closed over the switch in the hallway, the quick pressure bringing instant darkness. He crossed rapidly to the side opposite to that from which had come the dread voice of the physician he had so deeply injured.


Stannard straddled the window casing and let himself down cautiously, striving for a safe footing below: Once in the little grove of pines that just skirted the house at this point, he knew he could make his escape to the roadway unseen.


As his feet touched the ground, a deep, brutish snarl greeted him. Grim despair seized Stannard. With wild frenzy he jerked from his pocket the loaded revolver, but a human hand suddenly seized his wrist with a grip of steel. The tall, black-bearded man bent Stannard’s arm upward and back, until the muzzle of the weapon pointed skyward. Frantically Stannard strove to bring it to bear on his powerful antagonist, but he was as a child in the hands of the silent, grim, unseen foe. Twisting and writhing, he sought to grasp the tall man with his left hand…. Suddenly the weapon was discharged. Stannard felt a sharp, stinging little pain, like a tiny pin-prick, in the fleshy part of his left arm — a sudden sickening nausea — faintness — an overpowering drowsiness. Without a cry, without even a moan, he sank upon the soft grass, unconscious.


The tall, black-bearded man spoke again, calmly, to the great black beast, which had by his command remained a snarling neutral during the struggle. The great shadowy shape again crouched tremblingly at his feet, whimpering in a sudden and inexplicable fear of its master.


The tall, dark man stooped. In his hand was a tiny, bright instrument. With one hand he caught up the loose flesh on the creature’s back and then suddenly plunged the deadly little instrument deep therein. A little sting, like the bite of a horsefly, was felt by the beast, then it sank to the ground, an inert, crumpled mass like the senseless man at its side.


The hyoscin had done its work well.


•   •   •   •   •


Graveland Stannard woke suddenly from a nightmare of horrors to the realization that he was alive and the belief that he had been dreaming. Instantly, however, a nauseating weakness seized him. His head and face throbbed painfully; his heart beat violently. He had a strange sensation of unfamiliarity with respect to his physical person; in some inexplicable way he seemed to have lost the sense of his own identity. He felt queerly ill. The acrid fumes of some powerful anesthetic arose from his lungs; its pungent odor filled the room. Dread filled his mind.


He was not in his own quarters — he was in a shaky, ramshackle bed in a cheap and dingy room. And beside him, in a drug-wrought stupor, lay the woman — his companion in sin!


Ugh! He turned from her in sudden disgust and loathing, and the quick movement brought a sharp increase of the queer pain in his face and forehead.


With trembling fingers he touched his face. Merciful heaven! What was the matter with him? In touching his face his hand had come in contact with long, coarse, bristly, animal-like hair!


“Good God!’ Stannard gasped in bewilderment. This was no dream! What horrible thing had happened to him?


He sprang from the bed with a queer, catlike leap and rose to his full height in front of the the cracked mirror. For one instant only he looked in horrified amazement at the beastlike visage that glared back at him from the cracked glass, then, with an ejaculation of terror and startled wonder, he backed quickly, away from the awful reflection.


For what the amazed and perplexed creature that had once been a man had now seen before him was the black, bristly, sharp-muzzled visage of a wolf — a great black wolf’s head covered with long, coarse, matted hair with which his own coal-black hair seemed to mingle as though it had always been an integral part! Narrow, cruel, yellowish-black slant eyes blazed balefully at him!


Through the same mysterious, supernatural agency which had wrought the puzzling, fantastic and mind-destroying change, his chin had, in some inexplicable manner, risen to meet his nose, with which it now formed the long, sharp, horrible snout of a wolf. Black gums, rolling back from the long aperture which now formed his mouth, disclosed a great lolling red tongue flanked by rows of sharp, flashing white fangs — four saberlike incisors interlapping at the forward opening of the saliva-dripping jaws!


With a wild yelping howl, half human, half beastlike in its ferocity, the weird thing leaped madly over the bed and the silent, drug-stupefied woman who lay as one dead. Crouching for an instant, it gave vent to another maddened, terrifying howl of defiance, and then it leaped from the floor straight through the open window, falling instantly, with wild yells of terror, into the noisily rushing waters of the swollen river below, the madly swirling current of which eagerly caught the unfortunate man in its icy embrace. The hapless creature was carried by the fiercely raging torrent for miles, the limp, grotesque body kept afloat upon some driftwood, and finally thrown upon the shore,


•   •   •   •   •


As for the woman, she still lay in deathlike sleep on the unclean bed in the garishly furnished room of a cheap lodging house of questionable repute, in a lurid locality. Her once beautiful features were distorted and twisted out of all semblance of human shape; through the sorcery of a surgical genius the former delicate face had become a hideous, grinning, animal-like mask, covered in patches with grotesque bunches of the long, coarse black hair of a wolf!





— II —


Dr. Artie Green, the principal druggist of Stappington, stood in the doorway of his store on Main Street, engaged in pointing out to his new clerk from the city, young Mr. Percy Carthage, the various celebrities and notables of the village.


Mr. Carthage — blue-eyed, neatly clad in black, pin-striped suiting, white shirt and collar and little black bow tie — was deeply appreciative of the honor being shown him by his hospitable and unexacting employer.


“There goes Bill Tucker! Hey, Bill!” Dr. Green shouted; “C’mon over heah a minute! Bill’s our Sheriff,” he explained to his alert, rather serious new assistant.


A big gaunt man in belted corduroy breeches, wearing boots, a wide sombrero and a big silver star, shambled over to the entrance of the store.


“Howdy, Art! — Glad to know you, sir!” he drawled, acknowledging Dr. Green’s introduction and giving the young man’s hand a powerful grip. “How you be, Doc?”


“So-so, Bill! Anything new about the Haunted Marshwoods?”


“Yes!” replied the sheriff grimly. “Tom Hammond’s gal, Betty, swears she was chased, and nearly caught, last night by the Old Devil of the Marsh himself! I reckon it’s mostly all talk, though — there ain’t nothin’ bad ever really happened near those rotten old woods — yet. I don’t believe there is anything in that ole swamp but snakes and toads and vermin. No self-respecting animal — or devil either, for that matter — would stay in the gloomy foul old place a minute even if it wasn’t haunted — it’s too derned rotten!” the sheriff declared emphatically. “Well — see you boys again.” He bit off an enormous chew of tobacco, and lazily took his departure.


“Mighty queer thing about that worthless piece of ground,” said Dr. Green. “Just as Bill says, I don’t believe there’s a living thing in there ’cept deadly reptiles, poisonous insects and lice. Nothing grows in there but the rankest of weeds; all the trees have died and are rotten, and the whole growth — trees and rotten old stumps — is slowly sinkin’ into the miserable place — nasty, gloomy old bog — be a derned good thing if it would sink altogether.”


“What was that the sheriff said about something chasing Betty Hammond?” the new clerk asked.


“Oh, yes. Well we call it the Haunted Marsh! You see, some pretty wild stories have been told about that queer place and a lot of us people think it is haunted by a terrible kind of a Thing — a ghost that is half man — half devil! The Marsh Fiend, folks call it. Some swear they have heard it yell at night, and others say they have seen it, too, but I have never heard anything or seen anything either. Some of the girls claim to have seen it; others swear the awful Thing chased them — just as Betty did!”


“Shade of Dante! What a fantastic, sinister story! The Marsh Fiend! Half man — half devil! Must be a mighty grotesque creature,” said young Mr. Carthage, with a shudder.


“There goes the smartest man in town, and wealthy, too,” said the fat little druggist, pointing out a tall, white-haired, smooth-shaven man of about fifty, who was driving a big car of foreign make. “That’s Dr. Geoffrey Blackstone — he’s an all-around scientist, I can tell you! A fine, high-principled man, but very peculiar, cold and silent — a cynic, I guess one would call him — hasn’t lived in Stappington very long. That was his daughter Lucille with him — she’s his only child; mother’s dead. Nice child, but queer; she don’t talk much. Old Blackstone has a secretary, a pretty little girl named Mary Tabor; and she told my Jennie that the old man and Lucille live in constant fear of something, nobody seems to know what! But there’s a story going round — Dr. Timmins, our coroner, says he had it right from Blackstone’s housekeeper herself — that Dr. Blackstone won’t let Lucille out of his sight scarcely — fears somebody will kidnap her or kill her, I reckon! — Well, I declare, Miss Rosie! What will you have?” He turned his attention to a plumply pretty, rosy-cheeked, full-breasted country girl who had just entered the store. “Mr. Carthage, this is Miss Rosie Carlinson, the youngest daughter of one of our biggest farmers — shade hands with Mr. Carthage, Rosie.”


Miss Rosie blushed a delightful crimson, and, after a shy word or two, departed with her quinine and peppermint drops.


“Doctor, how long has that old wooded marsh been haunted?” asked Mr. Carthage.


“Far back as I can remember — ever since I was a boy!” replied Dr. Green. “And I can recall hearing the old folks talk about it being haunted in their young days! Dr. Geoffrey Blackstone says only fools talk such nonsense, but I can tell you, my boy, that my father was no fool and I’ve heard him tell, many a time, how he saw queer things — lights and white shapes and fiendlike things a-dancing in those old woods at night! And he would swear that he had heard the old Marsh Devil a-howling — always after midnight!”


A solemn-looking old man, crippled, wearing the faded blue of the Union army, entered the store with long swinging strides of his crutches, pivoting easily and rapidly on the one leg the Southern guns had left him.


“Hello, Uncle Joey!” Dr. Green called cheerily. “See here, Uncle Joe, I want you to tell Mr. Carthage here, my new clerk, all you know about the Haunted Marshwood — he don’t believe it’s haunted.”


Uncle Joey suddenly straightened up in the crutches and hastily crossed himself. “The less said about such things, the better,” he rumbled in a deep bass. “I prefer to keep my mind on God Almighty — leave the Devil be! He can take care of himself; he don’t need discussin’; he’s far too well known as it is!”


The old soldier got his snuff and tobacco and departed quite agilely in wide, leaplike strides.


Young Mr. Carthage became quite thoughtful. There was certainly something to this fantastic mystery of the Haunted Wood. A gloomy, forbidding, rotten marshland — a sinister, mysterious old bog into whose depths no human foot had penetrated for centuries, perhaps. The “Marsh Devil” they called it. Suppose there was really a fiend — some hideous apparition — some ghostly phantom — in the Haunted Marsh! The young man shuddered. It was uncanny.


“Howdy, Dr. Green!” said a sweet voice with a ripple of silver laughter in it.


A brown-eyed, dark-haired vision of loveliness in a white organdie frock stood framed in the doorway. She wore no hat, and the late afternoon sun shot rich highlights in the heavy coils of dark brown hair and sought out tiny freckles on her nose and under her lovely eyes. The point of a fluffy, billowy parasol of some white shimmering stuff rested upon the toe of a tiny white kid pump, through which a dainty, highly-arched instep burst, showing the pink tint of the satin-soft white flesh beneath the white silken hose.


“Well, Miss Mary! You surely are a sight for sore eyes! How are you? Just saw your boss and Miss Lucille drive by a while ago. Mr. Carthage, this is Miss Mary Tabor, Dr. Blackstone’s secretary. Miss Mary — Mr. Carthage.”


To the sophisticated young man, the simplicity, daintiness, fresh, natural loveliness of Mary Tabor was a revelation.


Miss Mary Tabor gave one quick look at Mr. Carthage, then held out her cool little hand. Mr. Carthage took that little hand as if it were broken glass. He tried his best to speak, but only a hoarse, choking sound was heard. Thus began another love story.





— III —


Dr. Geoffrey Blackstone, the scientist, was certainly a most unusual man. There was something very odd about him; a certain reserve which gave one a marked impression of a studied aloofness. Some said it was reticence — the retiring disposition of a great man. Others declared it was fear — an indefinite fear — a constant, nerve-paralyzing fear of some unknown but dreadful fate! He seemed always on the alert, a continual, nerve-straining qui vive; but whether it was for his own safety or that of his daughter, no one could say. All that people really saw was the cold, unsmiling, cynical man of science. Dr. Blackstone was said to be a hard, cruel man. He was certainly a sinisterly silent one!


Lucille Blackstone was a quiet girl. Save for her motor rides with the doctor, she lived in the lonely seclusion of her father’s home, seeing no one other than Mary Tabor, the doctor’s lovely young secretary, and the taciturn and morose old Scotch couple who were Dr. Blackstone’s only servants.


Like the doctor, Lucille was dark; her hair and eyes were black, but there was absolutely no other resemblance. She was not pretty, but she was finely educated and possessed marked artistic talent.


The big limousine of Dr. Geoffrey Blackstone carrying its two silent and morose passengers — father and daughter — passed the Haunted Marsh.


Dark, dank and dismal, enveloped in its almost perpetual fog from which fanciful shredded mists arose like dim specters of long-dead loves, the gloomy, forbidding thing stood before one like a fever-inspired, ghostly mirage, silent as the grave, save for the occasional mournful croak of a frog. Against the gray, soul-chilling fog, the bare black branches of the dead trees rose skyward like skeleton fingers thrusting from the depths of hell.


Far up in the sky, just over the dim, shadowy graveyard of trees, a great vulture hung suspended, a silent, sinister symbol of the decay of all things just beneath.


To the east of the Haunted Marsh wound a great river flowed turbulently past its misty edge, slashing its gloomy shore with malevolent fury.


The gray-faced girl in the car gave one quick shuddering look, then turned and moved closer to the stern-faced, silent man beside her, who looked neither to the right nor the left, but whose moody gaze seemed fixed on something far ahead in the future. When he again looked on the girl’s melancholy face it was the same old look of fear he saw there — a rigidly set look of hopeless despair. It was the fear of some fantastically terrible fate that was to overtake her that was featured in the depressed mind of the girl — a brooding insanity, or perhaps it was a look of long-fostered, malignant hate and, deep distrust of the doctor himself.


But why should she hate him? The girl did not know — she certainly could not even suspect.


Yet, Dr. Geoffrey Blackstone loved his queer, silent daughter better than life itself — he lived only for her!


•   •   •   •   •


The days passed quickly for Percy. Carthage. His romantic young soul, craving love and adventure, caused him to divide his time between love’s young dream and the Haunted Marsh.


Night after night, after saying good-night to Mary Tabor, he walked past the dreary, mournful waste, his loaded revolver clutched tightly in his side pocket. The lonely, mist-veiled marshwood held for him an eery fascination. Just what he expected to see or hear he did not know — but he hoped and prayed for it no matter what it was.


He saw nothing. He heard nothing save the occasional hoot of an owl or the melancholy croak of a raven.


Upon one night in particular, after he had escorted Mary Tabor home from a motion picture show, some impulse drew him to the desolate but fascinating place. Once there, emboldened by the white light of a full moon, he made an attempt to pierce the thicket of thorn-brush which edged the treacherous, mud-oozing ground of the gloomy morass. Successful in this, at the cost of bleeding hands and torn legs, his first steps toward the heart of the Haunted Marsh resulted in his body sinking almost to the knees in the clutching mud. Only with extreme difficulty had he extricated himself from the perilous predicament, and again essayed the prickly barrier for the safety of the open roadway.


The awful stillness of the gruesome place had been destroyed by his frantic, crashing exit therefrom. He had no sooner reached the road than there came a long, mournful! shriek that suddenly ended in a burst of cackling, sardonic laughter.


When a lad at school, Mr. Carthage had run rather well. He found he had improved most amazingly since then.


•   •   •   •   •


One morning the village folk were horrified by the finding of pretty little Rosie Carlinson, bruised and bleeding and unconscious, on the roadway at the edge of the Haunted Marsh.


The previous night Rosie had left home about sundown to visit the family of a neighboring farmer. She never reached the home of her friends.


Upon regaining consciousness, all she could remember was that when she was crossing the roadway near the Haunted Marsh, she was suddenly and suffocatingly seized by the throat, from behind. Before losing consciousness she had caught one glimpse of a terrible Thing with a great black head, from which, on either side, there protruded short, pointed horns.


Sheriff Tucker and the town marshal quickly organized a posse of eager volunteers, of which Mr. Carthage was an early and ardent member. Attempt after attempt to enter and search the Haunted Marshwood was made, but the deadly tenacity of the dangerous quagmire forced them to abandon the search after one man had nearly lost his life. At night the loathsome place had again been surrounded by the incensed farmers, and volley after volley from rifles and shotguns had been sent hurtling into every part of its noisome, poisonous depths, but had resulted only in eliciting defiant, ear-splitting howls of rage from the unseen Fiend of the Marsh, which he alternated with shrill bursts of fearful, taunting laughter.


The following day in the bright sunlight a few of the more venturesome younger men succeeded in making a search of the lonely place, endangering their lives in the treacherous bog-land of the Haunted Marsh. Their efforts were unsuccessful — they found nothing alive save reptiles and wood-lice. They heard nothing, save the hoarse croaking of the frogs.


Feeling ran high in the little village for a while. Anger was, however, most futile; none seemed able to cope with the situation.


Rosie Carlinson recovered slowly. Excitement, which had been at fever pitch, subsided rapidly, as it always does.


The search for the Fiend of the Marsh was given up as hopeless.


•   •   •   •   •


“Percy,” said Mary Tabor one day, “do you know, I’m afraid of Dr. Blackstone lately! He watches me so closely — he asked me about you, too. Wanted to know if you carried a revolver. I told him I did not know. Do you?”


“No!” replied Percy; “that is, not always. But you tell him ‘no’ if he asks you again.”


Miss Tabor daintily sipped her chocolate soda.


“I really believe Dr. Blackstone is afraid of that old Marsh Devil! When I spoke of the Haunted Wood, I saw fear — positive fear, or dread of something — in his eyes! I’m not afraid of that old Marsh Fiend — I’d go by there any time — I’ve a pistol,” proudly. “I showed it to the doctor and Lucille; I’ve gone by that nasty old marsh many a time, and nothing ever happened to me!”


Young Mr. Carthage suddenly went quite white.


“Good Lord, Mary! Please don’t do that! Please, if you love me, don’t do that! For God’s sake don’t go near that place alone!”


“Mary, Mary, quite contrary. Shall! Must!” defiantly proclaimed that perverse young lady. Her dark eyes grew very bright; the crimson little mouth settled into a straight, determined line, and the flush of coral pink deepened markedly in her cheeks.


“Mary! Please don’t—”


Mary smiled a quick, dimply little smile; her pretty eyes twinkled roguishly. “Thank you so very much for the nice soda, Doctor Carthage!” she said with mock formality, and quite calmly departed.


Young Mr. Carthage stared moodily at nothing. He suddenly registered a solemn vow that he would not leave Mary Tabor’s side for a second in the evenings. Why did Dr. Blackstone want to know if he carried a gun? What was Dr. Blackstone afraid of? Surely not of him. Or was he really afraid? Was Dr. Blackstone the—?


“Hey! Percy! Ma is waiting for you to come to dinner,” the ruddy-faced little druggist announced.





— IV —


Several days later, Dr. Geoffrey Blackstone, accompanied by Lucille, went to the metropolis, driving the big car himself.


When they did not return from this regular weekly trip at the usual time, Miss Mary Tabor allowed just one hour to elapse before her nerves got the better of her; then she telephoned to Percy Carthage.


Almost at the same instant Andy McKeown, a farmer, and Sheriff William Tucker, lifted the inert and unconscious body of Dr. Geoffrey Blackstone from the farmer’s wagon and carried him into the drugstore. There was an ugly wound in the forehead from which the blood was slowly trickling.


Andy MeKeown had found him on the roadway just at the edge of the Haunted Wood. The doctor’s car lay overturned in a ditch, evidently having been precipitated there through sudden loss of control. His assailant, no doubt, had sprung upon the running board of the moving car; a struggle, apparently, had followed, in which the doctor had been struck upon the head with some heavy, blunt instrument, and the car, lacking a guiding hand, had veered into the ditch and turned turtle.


The idea of an accident was out of the question, for Lucille had mysteriously disappeared. Not even a trace of her could be found.


On regaining consciousness Dr. Blackstone informed the sheriff and the town marshal, who had taken him to his home, that just about dusk, as he was passing the Haunted Marsh on his way home, a shadowy, grotesque form suddenly burst from the slowly rising mists which partly screened the marshwoods from the roadway, and with apelike agility it had leaped upon the rapidly moving machine.


In grappling with his assailant, which had the face of a devil and emitted demoniac howls of rage as it fought madly, he was forced to relinquish the wheel. Paralyzed with fear, Lucille made no attempt to control the swerving car. Before it plunged into the ditch, the horrible Thing struck the doctor a terrific blow on the head — just as the car overturned.


Led by Sheriff Tucker, the town marshal, and Sam Carlinson — the father of poor little Rosie, first victim of the Marsh Fiend — the posse of irate farmers quickly organized again.


An all-night search ensued. Sheriff Tucker and Percy Carthage penetrated the marsh for quite a distance before the sheriff, losing the little trail of semi-solid ground which they had found with great difficulty, sank to his armpits in the treacherous bog. An hour was lost in rescuing the sheriff.


Reinforcements were obtained and the entire stretch of loathsome marsh was surrounded. Frantic attempts were made by the incensed men to comb its entire extent. Their endeavors were temporarily abandoned only after three men had sunk in the quagmire.


Sam Carlinson’s idea to fire the whole poisonous confine was rejected for the reason that if Lucille was held a helpless prisoner somewhere within the rotten heart of the swamp, her death would be caused along with that of her mysterious captor.


Lanterns, boards and ropes were procured. By laying the boards flat upon the surface of the mire, the men were enabled, after considerable difficulty and only by keeping a tight hold upon the ropes with which they had formed a human chain, to locate the pathway of semi-solid ground again.


Several huge footprints were found upon this pathway closely resembling those of a human being, but gigantic in size and grotesque in shape. These led to the foot of an enormous dead tree in which it seemed the fiend had taken refuge with his prey. Just where its three largest limbs forked there was a large opening.


Whether the loathsome Thing was hidden in the tree with the unfortunate girl, or had simply climbed it, and, swinging apelike from its branches to those of the adjoining dead oaks, had passed to some hidden lair in the heart of the marshwood was matter of conjecture. But the men lost no time, and the mighty ringing blows off their sharp axes soon leveled the rotten tree, and split its mighty trunk full wide. Save for the loose, rotten bark, the great tree was empty.


Swinging out in a wide circle, but connected by the ropes to the main force who kept to the safer pathway, the sheriff, Sam Carlinson, young Mr. Carthage and the town marshal pushed through the pitch-dark wooded morass.


Fitful little eerie bursts of flame, flashing first one place and then another, gave an elfin touch of mystery to the weird scene.. The posse of bearded, stern-faced men, carrying lanterns and armed with rifles, revolvers and axes, followed silently, with grim purpose, the devious windings of the little path which wound in labyrinthine circles about the mist-shrouded swamp-wood.


From time to time, fiendish yells of derision and bursts of sardonic laughter — demoniac, blood-curdling, hair-raising — quickened the pulses of those sturdy men. Abandoning the ropes, leaping from semi-solid ground to points of safety, with mighty efforts the wide line swung toward the point from which the terrible cries appeared to come, only to find, when the two ends converged, that the Devil of the Marsh had disappeared, and to be instantly greeted with its maddening yells and taunting shrieks of derision from some far portion of the wood.


Unable to cope in the blackness of the night with the baffling movements of the uncanny Thing, the men placed pickets about the marshwood in close proximity, and abandoned the search until daylight.


Goaded to madness by the awful crime, the posse, reinforced by horrified farmers from a neighboring village, made a thorough and systematic search of the Haunted Marsh. Although they covered its entire extent, not a trace or sign of its inhuman, evil and weird inhabitant could be found.


At daybreak, just within the thorn-brush and poison-ivy thicket which completely edged the entire circumference of the marsh, they found the remains of young Lucille Blackstone.


•   •   •   •   •


At the concluson of the inquest, Dr. Blackstone, pale and trembling, his head swathed in bandages, rose from his seat in the crowded office of Dr. Timmins, the coroner.


The room was at once cleared of all except the coroner, the sheriff, the town marshal, Dr. Green and young Mr. Carthage.


“It is rather unusual, Dr. BlackStone.” The coroner spoke doubtfully. “But I guess it’s all right, in the interest of science; and as it is you—”


“It is quite regular, I assure you, doctor!” Dr. Blackstone spoke slowly and calmly, but a marked suppression of feeling was evidenced by the tense tones of the aristocratic, white-haired old scientist. “It is not only in the interest of science, doctor; it is an attempt to identify, if it is possible to do so, now — the murderer of my daughter!


“By photographing the retina of the eyes of the victim,” he continued, in queerly cold, unfeeling tones, “a good likeness of the murderer may be obtained!


“I ask your patience, gentlemen — I shall explain. While pursuing my medical studies in Europe I was fortunate enough to witness many unusual and startling experiments. I met Monsieur Bertillon, the great criminologist; he was engaged at that particular time in endeavoring to construct a photographic apparatus so powerful that with it he could photograph the retina of the human eye, which at the same time magnified it so greatly that a clear image of the individual last seen by the victim would readily be reproduced.


“But, gentlemen, Monsieur Bertillon failed; I succeeded, after much labor and perseverance. I now propose, gentlemen, to obtain a photograph of the last thing seen by my daughter in life — her murderer, the Fiend of the Marsh!”


With the assistance of Dr. Timmins, the coroner, Dr. Blackstone then calmly and skillfully photographed the retinas of his dead daughter’s eyes. He then returned to his home and went at once to his dark room to develop the plates.


Five minutes later, Mary Tabor, at work in the office of the old scientist which adjoined the room in which the doctor was then engaged on his gruesome task, heard an agonized groan, and a sudden crash. When she burst open the door of the dark room, Dr. Blackstone lay upon the floor unconscious. At his feet lay the remains of a recently developed plate — still wet from the hyposulfite of soda.


Later, when Mary Tabor pieced the broken parts of the plate together and made a quick print therefrom, it only showed her the rather prepossessing face of a dark, sullen-looking young man — whose features bore quite a marked resemblance to those of Lucille Blackstone.





— V —


The picket guard of the Haunted Marsh was rigorously continued, with military precision and discipline, for a whole week. Several further attempts to penetrate its infernal depths had been made, but these, like all preceding ones, proved most disappointing and unsuccessful.


During the night following the finding of the body of the unfortunate, young girl, one of the guards declared that he had seen a great, apelike creature swinging nimbly among the branches of one of the dead trees. He had emptied both rifle and revolver at the uneanny Thing, but for some inexplicable reason the shots took no effect — the Thing disappearing with, supernatural suddenness, although its defiant screams and yells of derision were heard by the guards long afterward.


Plans had been formed to burn to the ground the entire stretch of the dismal marshwood by means of oils and chemicals. After being carefully considered, however, they were abandoned as impracticable. Other plans were discussed, none of which proved feasible, and these, like the one to fire the terrible place, were abandoned, one by one, as the horror of the murder abated and the anger of the people cooled. `


October came, bringing the glorious harvest moon.


About midnight, just two weeks after the funeral of Dr. Blackstone’s daughter, the slender figure of a girl, dressed in white, passed slowly and hesitatingly along the edge of the Haunted Marsh. Framed against the sombre black of the wood, from which arose gigantic, spectral mists, the dead whiteness of her garments stood out in startling, mysterious relief.


The pale moonlight tinted with eery touch each slowly rising, phantomlike vapor with a fanciful tracery of sickly green. The doleful cry of a whippoorwill broke the silence.


The girl seemed entirely unaware of the lateness of the hour and the loneliness of the dreadful place, and was apparently oblivious to the hidden danger that lurked menacingly within the Haunted Marsh — the horrible, slant-eyed fiend whose lusting glances followed every move of her young body.


Upon reaching the end of the dismal marshwood which led into a wide, open field, the girl turned and retraced her steps. As she did so, a great, shadowy shape moved noiselessly and rapidly just inside the tangled hedge of thorn-brush and creeping poison-ivy, which, like a bristling array of elfin spears, guarded the entrance to the filthy morass.


The terrible Thing was following her, moving silently and swiftly, with sinister intent. .


The moon passed into a cloud-bank, blotting out its mystic tracery of the ghostly mists and covering the Haunted Marsh and the roadway with inky blackness.


With a snarl of frenzied lust the Thing leaped the prickly hedge with tiger-like swiftness, and landing lightly on all fours ten feet from its victim, crouched for the final brutal spring. Just as it leaped the thorn-brush hedge, the girl suddenly whirled about with startling rapidity, and backing off a few feet, quickly extended her right arm in its direction. As the weird Thing sprang toward her in a mighty leap, five bursts of flame flashed from the extended weapon in rapid succession.


The Fiend of the Marsh screeched wildly — flopped grotesquely to the roadway and sprawled out, a great, black, quivering, beastlike shape! The moon left the cloud-bank, throwing a gigantic shadow of the awful Thing on the roadway.


Awkwardly the girl pulled up the white dress and from some hidden pocket drew a second weapon. Keeping her eyes steadily on the still writhing fiend, she advanced upon it cautiously, covering the prostrate Thing with loaded revolver. The Thing on the ground gave a convulsive shudder, then lay quite still.


The Fiend of the Marsh was no more.


Young Mr. Carthage wiped the cold sweat from his forehead with the back of his right hand. Tucking up the unusual and encumbering skirts, he bent over the Thing.


“Shades of all the demons! Half man and half beast!” he said, in tones of horror, as he gazed at the great, black, hairy head.





— VI —


The Fiend of the Haunted Marsh lay on a table in the office of the coroner — a cloth covered the grisly head.


In turn, Coroner Timmins, Sheriff Tucker, Talbot Giddings — the gray-haired old town marshal — Dr. Green and many of the farmers had viewed with amazement and repulsion the frightful monster.


Freak of birth or creation of the Devil? The grotesque monstrosity lay stiff and cold, its fiendish activities over. Though its horrid black head of a beast was covered, the body of the queer creature was exposed. The muscular torso, legs and arms of a human being were covered with long black hair, matted and splotched with dried black mud from the awful swamp which had so long served as its abode.


Percy Carthage described how he had tricked and killed the fiend.


The informal proceedings came quickly to an end.


“Well, that is the end of the Fiend of the Marsh. Thank God!” said Dr. Timmins, with a feeling of intense relief that was experienced by all present.


The men arose to leave.


“But — good Lord, doctor! How do you account for this fantastic abnormality?” asked little Dr. Green.


“Yes, doctor,” young Mr. Carthage supplemented, “that is the question.”


The door opened suddenly and Dr. Geoffrey Blackstone quietly entered. He was very pale. He bowed with quiet dignity: to each man present.


“Gentlemen,” he spoke solemnly, sadly, “I have a favor to ask. Will you be seated? I have something to say.”


A sense of the unusual, an awed expectancy, an overwhelming wave of curiosity surged through the minds of all present. They resumed their seats.


Dr. Blackstone remained standing. His thin, sharp, ascetic face was almost as white as his hair, He walked to the table whereon lay the Fiend of the Marsh. He raised the cloth, giving a single quick glance of repulsion. With hands that trembled he quickly replaced the cloth, then turned to face his fellow men.


“Gentlemen,” he began, with quiet dignity, “that monster was once a man — a handsome, cultured man.”


The old scientist was silent for a moment; then he spoke again: 


“Once, gentlemen, I had the reputation of being the world’s greatest neuro-facial surgeon — a specialist in plastic surgery. Of middle age, I had a beautiful young wife. I was happy. But my happiness was short-lived. A handsome young artist named Graveland Stannard won the affections of my wife. I knew she was untrue. My love died instantly, but my vanity and self-esteem suffered a keen hurt. My honor was smirched. A fierce hatred overpowered me; my direst anger was aroused; rage obsessed me. Through my great surgical skill I determined to avenge the soul-kiling injury I had been made to suffer, to make them both pay a hellish toll for the wrong they had done me.


“I left my home ostensibly for a trip to New York, but late that very night I returned quietly to my home. Graveland Stannard was there, she was in his arms! I heard their voices as I stood outside beneath the window, in the warm, beautiful June night. I left the garden, skirted the garage, and entered the building where I kept my animals for experimentation. I had a great black Russian wolf; through much experiment and kindness he had become quite tame, even affectionate, toward me; none else dared touch him. I returned to the garden. Terror, the great wolf, followed me like a dog. Outside the window, Terror heard Stannard’s voice, and snarled in sudden inexplicable anger. I was forced to speak to him — to quiet him. The guilty pair heard and recognized my voice; Stannard proved the cad he was and attempted to escape, caring naught for the woman!”


Dr. Blackstone paused. It was so quiet in the little office of the coroner that one could count one’s heartbeats.


“Gentlemen, I am taxing your patience; I must also tax your credulity. The great wolf suddenly broke from me, and running to the other side of the house, crouched in the shrubbery beneath a certain window.


“As Stannard’s feet reached the ground I grasped his arm; he drew a weapon, but by superior strength I forced his arm upward and back and the weapon was discharged harmlessly. With my other hand I drove home in his left arm a hypodermic syringe filled with hyoscin [scopolamine]. The man’s muscles relaxed, he sank to the ground, unconscious. I gave the same dose to the great wolf, though it grieved me. I dragged them both to my operating room in a secluded building on my estate. I stole to my wife’s room, and unheeding the whimpering fool, I overcame her frantic struggles with a powerful anesthetic.


“All through the night I labored with the three of them — the man, the woman, the great wolf. With diabolical skill I had not dreamed I possessed, I transformed the face of the man into the startling, frightful semblance of a wolf, grafting the skin of the head of that animal on his face. The lovely features of the woman I disfigured forever, giving her a twisted, horribly unnatural countenance, the face of a satyr, and covered it also with the hair of the wolf.


“For weeks I kept these two confined, under the influence of a drug, until my terrible work was complete. Then, once again under anesthesia, I conveyed them to a room in a cheap lodging house, and left them, to awake in horror and consternation, to gaze at each other with loathing and fright, with hatred, with disgust.”


Dr. Geoffrey Blackstone paused and again walked to the table with its gruesome object. Raising the cloth, he displayed the horrible features of the man-beast. A great, black, hairy head, cruel, staring slant-eyes, the long black snout, the gleaming teeth, gums drawn back in the last snarl of the Fiend of the Marsh. The head of a great black wolf glared at him, in wild but impotent anger, it seemed to the doctor.


The doctor suddenly replaced the cloth. He turned again to his audience.


“Gentlemen, that is all that remains of Graveland Stannard. As for the woman, I never saw, or heard of her, again. Just how Stannard arrived at the Haunted Marsh, and made his hidden lair therein, I can not explain; perhaps he came by way of the river, unseen.”


. Dr. Blackstone ceased speaking. His labored breathing was most audible. He was silent for some minutes, then spoke again. The even, slow tones of the scientist trembled; he labored under some marked excitement.


“There is one thing more I can not explain, for I do not understand it myself,” he said nervously; “and that is, gentlemen, when I photographed the retina of the eyes of my dead child — murdered by yonder devil of my own creation — the plate printed most plainly the features of young Graveland Stannard, just as he was before I disfigured him!”


There was the stillness of death in the little room. The faces of his listeners were rigidly set.


Dr. Blackstone handed Coroner Timmins a photograph of the retina of the eyes of his daughter Lucille. This was passed by him to each man in turn. Each viewed it with startled amazement, for despite the cracks, the print showed most plainly and unmistakably the features of a dark, strikingly handsome young man, whose countenance so closely resembled that of the murdered girl that he would have been taken for a twin brother.


Those present in the little room were speechless. Filled with horror at the terrible confession of the doctor, the startling denouement rendered them almost incapable of thought.


Dr. Timmins broke the spell. He walked to the table, and raising the cloth from the face of the monster, viewed, with coldly professional eyes, the ghastly thing that lay there. “A most wonderful piece of work, doctor!” he said, admiringly.


None heard the valiant speech. Their puzzled brains were busy, struggling with the uncanny result of the unusual experiment in photography; the startling, supernatural thing the camera had done.


Dr. Blackstone picked up his coat and hat. “My revenge, gentlemen” — he seemed quite calm again, and his tones were cold and even — “acted as a boomerang: it came back to me, robbing me of my dearest possession, my daughter Lucille!”


The doctor left the room quietly.


“My God!” said little Dr. Green, under his breath; “horrible!”


Slowly the men filed out of the little room.
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The pool of mottled light on the tabletop had drifted over to where Sir John’s clawlike fingers, emerging from the silk sleeve of his dressing robe, drummed slowly on the black oak.


Carson, erect on the hearth rug, had ignored the chair indicated by the fingers and was filled with a sudden resentment as he sensed the indifferent weariness of their tapping. And this old man was Pelham’s father! It was all so different than he had pictured. There was no fathoming the expression of that masklike face with its impenetrable stare, settled in the cushioned depths of the wheel chair.


The heels of Carson’s boots came together with a suggestion of military stiffness, and he spoke curtly: “I confess I don’t understand.”


And his host replied, in a curiously dry voice: “Perhaps it is not altogether necessary that you should.” The words carried a studied courtesy, but their veiled irony was not lost on the officer.


“Granted. But Pelham was my friend — if he was your son — and I am here only because he asked—”


“Of course,” interrupted Sir John. “Spare me the formula, if you will. He’s dead. It was arranged you should come and tell me how well he died. He was to perform the same service for you, no doubt, had the circumstances been reversed. The Pelhams always die well. It’s in the breed. If you insist, however—”


Carson choked back his resentment. “There were circumstances that make it seem necessary — and yet—”


“Pray get on.”


“Then I’ll make it short.” Carson advanced a little nearer the table. “It was in a little hut I last saw him — alive. Enemy ground, newly occupied it was, and here was this hut in a small clearing. It might have been a woodcutter’s and it was empty, save for some heavier furniture.


“Several of us were poking about its one room, then Pel started up a crazy ladder at one end leading to a small loft. I heard him moving around and scratching matches, then he was quiet. I walked over near the ladder and hailed him.


“‘Nothing up here but an old chest,’ he came back, ‘and empty at that.’ Then I heard him laugh. ‘Somebody left me a Dutch Sam Browne — thought the cursed thing was a snake — felt cold!’


“I heard the lid of the chest fall, then Pel started down into the room. Part-way, he turned and faced me. He had the end of a belt in each hand, holding it behind him as if he were going to wear it. I didn’t notice that, though. All I saw was his face — the way he looked.”


“The way he looked,” prompted Sir John, as the younger man stared at him soberly. “And, pray how did he look?”


Carson seemed to pull himself together with an effort. “That’s exactly what I have to tell you. I’ll try to.” He seated himself on the edge of the table, one booted foot swinging nervously. “Why, it was his eyes, I think — yes, that’s what it was. There was something in them that shouldn’t ever be in a man’s eyes. You’ve seen a dog that was vicious and a coward — all at the same time. He wants to go at your throat and something holds him for the moment.” He drew a long breath. “It was like that,” he decided.


Sir John was watching one of his visitor’s hands; it had gripped the edge of the table and the knuckles were white. The boot was motionless, tense.


“As you say, like a dog. Well?”


At the quiet words, the younger man relaxed. “Yes, sir,” he agreed gratefully. Then: “I spoke to him, and he never answered. He came on down the ladder, slowly — still facing us. The others were drawing up behind me — I could feel them. We all watched Pel. It wasn’t that he just moved slowly either — it was something different. Slinking! I think that’s the way to say it. And he watched us — never blinked. No one said a word.


“When Pel’s feet hit the floor, he began moving toward the door — it had come shut. He backed to it and began feeling for the latch with one hand, holding the belt all the time. He kicked the door open with his heel.


“Then I knew. We were losing him — if you can understand what I mean — knew he’d got to be saved — from something!”


Carson’s voice was curiously strained.


“I wanted to stop him — I tell you I did want to! I tried. I started for him.”


“And the belt?” interposed Sir John quietly. *


“The belt,” echoed the other man dully. “Oh, yes. He held it all the while — I just told you that.”


“But he escaped.”


“He did. I had scarcely moved. He gave a dreadful sort of cry and leaped out of the doorway — backward. We rushed it then. But he had made the trees and we could hear him crashing through the undergrowth, as though there hadn’t been a boche within a hundred miles of us. That’s how he went.”


•   •   •   •   •


The heavy silence that followed was broken only by a coal falling in the grate. With a long sigh, Carson raised his head. He fumbled a pack of cigarettes, thrust one between his lips, but made no move to light it.


“I am waiting,” came the voice from the chair. •


“Waiting?”


“Come, come! You tell me my son is dead. If I recollect, you mentioned gallantry. So far, you have suggested desertion. The details.”


“Oh, yes. The details. But you won’t believe them. One would have to have seen.”


“Have the kindness.” Sir John leaned back wearily among his cushions and closed his eyes.


“Well. It was the third evening after that — I think it was the third. There had been an advance, a lot of machine-gun work. It was growing dark, I remember. Harvey, my sergeant, came up and asked if he could speak to me. ‘I’ve seen Lieutenant Pelham,’ he whispered queerlv.


“‘He’s dead?’ I said. I knew he was dead.


“‘Yes, he’s dead, sir,’ says Harvey, ‘but there’s something queer about him. Will you have a look?’


“He led the way and I followed.”


Carson’s voice was becoming strained again. Sir John leaned forward and stared steadily into his eyes.


“We came to a little open place. There was some light there — enough to see the dreadfulest group God ever bunched in one place!


“First of all, I saw Pel — sitting with his back against a little tree, chin on his knees. He was staring straight to the front — dead. But around him! Five German infantrymen — dead too. Dragged into a sort of semicircle. And they weren’t shot and they weren’t gassed — nothing like that. Every one had his throat torn! Torn!”


Carson leaned close to the old man; his voice shrilled as he demanded, almost piteously, “You hear me, can’t you ? ”


“They would be — torn,” said Sir John Pelham very quietly. “Finish your story.”


The officer pulled himself together with an effort. “It makes it easier, having you understand. I’ve seen men—”


He thrust the fingers of one hand into the collar of his tunic, as though it choked him. “I’ve seen men, sir, meet death in a thousand ways — but not, not that way! And Pel wasn’t marked at all — I looked.”


The father leaned forward in his chair, but the gesture of interest was not reflected in his impassive face. “What of the belt?”


“He wasn’t wearing it, but the thing was there — lying at his feet. And it was coiled!”


“Show it to me.”


“Why I — yes, I took it. I don’t know why. I dropped it in my kit bag — next day I got mine. I’m just out of the hospital by a month. Otherwise I’d have been here sooner.”


With an unexpected clutch at the wheels’ of his chair, Sir John was close to the table, one white .hand extended.


“Give it me.”


An instant ’s hesitation, then Carson slowly pulled a paper-wrapped object from his pocket, laid it easily on the table.


“It’s in there,” he muttered. “I don’t like the damned thing.”


With deft fingers, the baronet loosened the paper, shook the contents on the table.


There lay the leathern belt, coiled compactly. In the waning light it was of a pale brown color, thin and very flexible. On the other end was a metal clasp, its surface cut with marks that might or might not have been characters. There was a reading lens lying near and Sir John used it to study the coiled strap. He examined it grimly, from many angles, without once touching it. Finished, he leaned back in his chair and thoughtfully tapped the palm of his hand with the lens.


“Captain Carson.”


“Sir.”


“Attend most carefully to what I say — follow my instructions exactly. Take that belt in one hand only. Carry it to the hearth — lay it, directly on the coals. When it is burned, quite burned, you may tell me.”


Carson got slowly to his feet. With a hand that hesitated and was none too steady, he reached for the coiled belt, lifted it a few inches from the table. At his touch, seemingly, the coil loosened; it started to unroll. He caught at it with both hands.


For a fraction of a second his body seemed caught in a strained tension. Then he began backing away from the table, noiselessly, furtively. With an end of the belt in each hand, he shifted his eyes to Sir John and they glowed with a strange, sinister light. From his sagging jaw came his tongue, licking.


Screaming an oath, Sir John Pelham flung the reading lens with all his frail strength full into that distorted face.


“Drop it!” he bawled savagely. “Jarvis!”


At the call an elderly man-servant came hurrying. He saw his master supporting himself on the arms of the chair, trembling with the exertion, and staring curiously at the uniformed visitor. Carson was swaying unsteadily, one hand pressed against his face, blood trickling from between his fingers. At his feet lay the belt and the shattered lens. Jarvis saw all this and took his post near Sir John, waiting his orders.


“Jarvis.”


“Yes, sir,” said the man-servant evenly.


Sir John sank back wearily.


“The tongs, Jarvis. Fetch the tongs. Pick up that strap. Only the tongs, mind you — don’t touch it with your hands. So. Now lay it on the coals — hold it down hard.”


The three watched the burning in deep silence, watched the belt writhe and twist in the heat, scorch with flame, fall in charred fragments.


“Jarvis.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Lights, then brandy for our guest. You may bring things and patch that cut for him.” To Carson: “Sit down, man, and pull yourself together. I regret I was obliged to strike you, but, under the circumstances, you will agree it was quite necessary, I think.”


“I don’t understand,” muttered Carson dully. He slumped weakly into a nearby chair. “I’m — I felt — I don’t know.” His voice trailed off; his chin sagged on his breast.


“You don’t wish to eat, by any chance ? ”


“What made you ask that? God, no! I couldn’t eat — I only—”


But Jarvis was offering him the brandy.


“None for me,” said Sir John shortly. “But you may help me over to the far case — I am looking for a book.”


•   •   •   •   •


In a few moments, Jarvis had wheeled him back to the table and he was leafing the pages of a small book he had found. It was bound in parchment and bore evidence of great age. Carson shiveringly helped himself to another drink, as his host turned the crackling pages until he found what he sought. Tracing the lines with a lean forefinger, he read silently for a moment, then looked shrewdly at his guest.


“This may interest you, Captain. Read here,” and he indicated the place.


Carson slowly deciphered the strange script of the hand-printed page:



Another means wherethrough men have become werewolves is that they in som mannere gotten a belt or girdel maked of human skin. By an autentyke cronicle a yoman hadde such a girdel which he kept locken in a cheste secretly. It so felle on a day that he let the cheste unlocken and his litel sone getteth the girdel and girteth his midel with it. In a minute the childe was transmewed into a mervilously wilde beste but the yoman fortuned to enter the house and with spede he remewed the girdel and so cured his sone who sayde he remembered naught save a ravissing apepetyt.




The book slipped from Carson’s nerveless fingers. Wide-eyed he stared into Sir John’s impassive face.


When he could find the words: “God! You never mean — you couldn’t mean—”


“I was in hopes,” mused the old man, “you know I was quite in hopes you would feel hungry.”
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I first saw the house when I I was returning from a duck-hunting trip along the edges of the marsh that adjoins Finger Lake. The birds had been both scarce and wary, and early in the afternoon I gathered my decoys, whistled my dog to the car and started for home.


When motoring alone I have always preferred the solitude of the narrow dirt roads to the busy rush of the paved highways, and frequently turn into any unfamiliar lane that seems to lead in the general direction in which I wish to go. On this particular occasion I had chosen a picturesque, wooded road, but after a mile or two of bumping over stony projections and ruts, I decided that its scenic values were not sufficient to offset the damage I was doing to my car and tires. I had about determined that I would turn back and seek the main road again when I rounded a bend and came in sight of an abandoned farmhouse.


Almost every rural community has one or more of these neglected ruins, and most of them at some time or another acquire the reputation of being haunted. There need be no dark deeds connected with the history of the place; no strange sounds heard by the belated passerby; no lights, that flicker on and off behind closed shutters. The bare fact that people do not live in a house leads to speculation, to surmise and to rumor. It becomes known, usually quite unjustly, as The Haunted House.


I had seen dozens of “haunted” houses in my meanderings about the countryside, and had smiled at the weird tales that were told about them, knowing that in almost every instance the absence of a tenant was due to untillable soil and poor crops.


The house before which I now found myself was typical; an old frame structure, that had once been white, standing well back from the road in the midst of a wood-choked garden and backed by a rock-strewn, sloping field that would have discouraged any thrifty farmer. Faded green shutters covered the windows, or hung askew on rusty hinges, exposing the shattered glass behind them. The chimney had long since fallen and lay, a straggling pile of bricks, upon the moss-covered roof. Weather-worn outbuildings and a rusted hay-rake, half buried in the weeds completed the scene of desolation.


Nosing the car through an opening in the fence, where a gate might once have been, I was about to back and turn when my dog, a mongrel setter of unusual courage and intelligence, rose in the back seat and whined. He stood bolt-upright, looking intently toward the house, his tail down and a ridge of hair bristling upward along his spine.


“What do you see, Tug?” I said.


I had often heard the assertion that dogs are able to see things — ghosts, specters, and what-not — that are invisible to the eyes of humans, but I didn’t believe it. Having good eyes myself, I have always felt that I could see whatever there was to be seen. I was right in this instance at least, for as I turned toward the house I became aware of what I at first took to be a dog, standing in the shadows beside the building. As I looked, the creature moved a little and I sew that it was not a dog but a timber-wolf, a great, gaunt animal with baleful yellow eyes and open red mouth. It was twice as large as Tug and I didn’t blame the dog for whining. I have hunted wolves in Canada and have seen some pretty big fellows, but nothing to compare with the beast that glowered at me from around the corner of the house. However, it was not the size of the animal that surprised me so much as the fact that it was there at all.


There haven’t been any wolves in our part of the country within the memory of the oldest settler; yet here I sat looking at one that was big enough to pull down a yearling steer. Wherever it came from, it was clearly up to me to destroy it, if possible, and I reached into the back of the car for the rifle which I always carry with me in addition to my bird-gun. Tug whined again and I whispered to him to be silent as I assured myself that the gun was ready to fire and raised it to my shoulder.


The distance was not over forty yards and I am rated a good shot, but my target was not the sort of beast that one cares to only wound; so I aimed long and carefully between the sinister yellow eyes, fully expecting to end the business with a single shot. To my amazement, the wolf did not so much as move its head at the crack of the rifle.


Convinced that there had been a defective cartridge in the barrel, I fired again and this time I saw the path of the bullet as it tore through a clump of weeds, behind the head of the animal, but again it stood motionless. Then, as I threw a third load into the breech, it turned and leisurely trotted out of sight around the corner of the house.


I was out of the car in an instant, too angry at my bad shooting to take account of the probable danger of meeting the beast at close quarters. Tug followed me, scared but game, and we turned the corner of the house within a few seconds of the disappearance of the wolf. There was nothing, living, in sight, and except for the house itself, no possible place of concealment. The barren field lay directly to the rear and there was no sign of life upon any part of it. On I went around the house, in the belief that the beast was ahead of me. Tug whimpered at my heels, refusing to take the lead, and thus we made a complete circuit and reached the back door again.


Then I made a discovery. The ground was hard, behind the house, too hard even to allow weeds to thrive, and stooping to examine it, I found the faint but unmistakable tracks of the wolf. They led straight to the rotting wooden steps at the rear door and went no farther. Apparently the strange animal I followed had made its lair within the house and had intelligence enough to nose open a door, that swung to of its own weight.


With my rifle balanced on my hip, ready for a quick shot, I went up the steps and shoved a knee against the door, gently at first and then more firmly. It was no use — the door was bolted on the inside. Tug threw back bis head and howled dismally, and for the first time I was scared.


Up to that moment I had been hunting a wolf — a wolf that was much larger than it should have been and in a part of the country where no wolves were supposed to be, but none the less a wolf, that looked like other wolves and left a track in the dirt when it moved. Even the fact that it had opened a closed door had not greatly surprised me — but when I found that door to be locked, the situation became a bit uncanny, even for the confirmed skeptic of things supernatural.


I made no further effort to open the door but went down the steps and again examined the wolf-track, hoping to convince myself that the track did not lead to the door; but the evidence was too plain to be mistaken. The marks of the big pads went directly to the foot of the steps and went no farther. Satisfied that I was dealing with something more sinister than a beast of the woods, I returned to the car, more hurriedly than I care to confess. I tried to argue with myself that, the door being locked, there was nothing further for me to do, but the argument was not convincing. I knew that both the door and the lock were in the last stages of decay and that, with very little effort, I could have forced an entrance. It was not the locked door, but the thing that lay beyond it, that caused my precipitate retreat.


•   •   •   •   •


Before I reached the main road, part of my courage had returned and I was determined not to quit the neighborhood until I had made some sort of an investigation of the old house. I turned the car toward the village of Merton, where my friend Johnny Buell combines a real-estate and farmland business with a small law practice. Johnny knows everyone in that section of the country and would be likely to have information concerning the place I had just visited.


I found him in his office, reading a letter that seemed to puzzle and annoy him, for he looked up with a scowl when I entered. As soon as he recognized me, however, he pushed the letter aside and greeted me warmly. Johnny is a good deal of a hunter himself, and after a short discussion of my poor luck at Finger Lake, I said casually:


“How would you like to try for a wolf?”


He looked at me with a rather startled expression and then glanced down at the letter which he had been reading when I came in. “Hew did you happen to say that?” he asked. “Have you seen a wolf?”


“A big one,” I answered, and then told him about my experience at the farm and asked him if he knew the place. He nodded and listened to my story without interruption, except for a grunt when I said I had missed twice at forty yards. “Maybe there is something wrong with my gun,” I said, “or, if you like, I’ll admit it was rotten shooting — but what about that locked door?”’


He picked up the letter from his desk and handed it to me.


“That’s from the fellow that owned the place,” he said. “He’s been living in Europe for some years — since about the time the war started.”


The letter was written in a sprawling, masculine hand and was dated from Warsaw, Poland:



Mr. Buell, Sir:


I have read your letter about my farm being sold for taxes. I don’t care who gets it, only you should try to see that my brother don’t get it. My brother is no good. When Poland has a war he does not go home to fight — but he persuades me I should go because he thinks I will be killed and he will get my farm. Tell my brother he should not try to get my farm. If he does I will come back and stop him.


Yours Truly


THADDEUS RAVSKI


P. S. If you should see any wolves around my place, don’t hurt them. They don’t do no harm.




I tossed the letter back on the desk and for a few moments neither of us said anything. Then Johnny broke the silence:


“Lomba Ravski — that’s the brother, bought the farm at the sheriff’s sale last week. He’s over at the county seat today, getting his papers.”


“What sort of a chap is he?” I asked.


“Queer,” Johnny replied; “both of them are, for that matter. Thaddeus is the elder and inherited the farm from his father, as is customary in the old country. I imagine there was some sort of understanding that Lomba was to be taken care of — but they had a row about the time the war started. Thaddeus turned his brother off the place and shortly afterward announced that he was going home to fight for his country and went off to Poland. For a time he sent money to me to pay his taxes but he had let them lapse, of late years, and last week they sold him out.


“And the brother,” I asked, “where’s he been all this time?”


“I don’t know. Lomba left here right after the row and hasn’t been heard of since, until a few weeks ago when he turned up and got a job in Philbin’s garage. When the sale came on, he was the only bidder. I don’t think he wants the place, except to spite his brother.” He paused, and after a moment added:


“I suppose I ought to get hold of him and warn him, before he goes out there to take possession.”


“Warn him of what?” I asked.


Johnny didn’t answer, and after a little I continued: “Lomba owns the place, apparently. Paid his money for it. You can hardly go to the man and warn him off his own property, unless you give him some good reason, such as — shall we say a werewolf?”


“Oh, bosh!” he exclaimed angrily, “you probably saw a stray dog and—”


“But the letter suggests that there might be a wolf,” I interrupted.


Johnny picked up the letter and studied it for a moment, then:


“All right, admit the wolf — but not the ‘were’ part of it. Look here,” he went on, before I could speak, “this letter was posted in Warsaw three weeks ago. Thaddeus might have started for America at the same time and got here as soon as the letter — or maybe a boat ahead of it. He is determined that his brother shan’t have the farm and he’s hiding out there to frighten him off.”


“And the wolf?’ I said.


“A tame one,” Johnny answered promptly, “that he brought over with him. You’ve admitted that you have never seen one so large on this continent. Well — there you are. He brings the beast over with him to scare Lomba. When he sees you driving into the place he lets the wolf out of the house. The beast is so big that you get buck-fever and pump a couple of shots into the hillside. Then, when it runs for cover, he lets it back into the house and locks the door.” He leaned back in his chair and glared at me, almost defiantly. “Anyhow,” he added with a nervous laugh, “that’s my story and I’m going to stick to it.”


It was quite evident that Johnny Buell was arguing to convince himself, as well as me.


“All right, I’ll stick to it with you,” I answered, “but just the same we shouldn’t let Lomba go out there alone. In spite of your ‘buck-fever’ diagnosis, I’m just curions enough to go with him and see what happens.”


“I’ll go, too,” Johnny answered. “Lomba is coming in here for his keys the first thing in the morning. We’ll tell him what we know and offer ourselves as a bodyguard.”


•   •   •   •   •


We were waiting in the office, the following morning, when Lomba Ravski arrived. He was a short, heavily built Slav with black hair and eyes and a swarthy complexion. He was dressed as though for a holiday in an obviously new and badly fitting suit of clothes, a gaudy shirt and colorful neck scarf. The acquisition of his brother’s farm was an occasion to which he had long looked forward. He had a swaggering air of bravado that I thought a little forced when he demanded, rather than asked for his keys.


“I go to get my farm,” he asserted defiantly, as Johnny took the keys from his desk and handed them to him. “You lawyers have kept me off my farm long enough.”


Johnny Buell smiled tolerantly and started to explain that he had nothing to do with the withholding of the property. “Until the tax sale, the title to the farm was vested in your brother and—”


“Yeah,” Lomba broke in, “and my brother still try to keep me off — but I’m ready for him.”


He started for the door but Johnny stopped him,


“Just a minute, Ravski. I’ve a letter here from your brother, that I think you ought to read before you go out there.”


He handed Lomba the letter and we both watched his face with interest as he read. It had no effect, other than to increase his anger. He tossed it upon the desk with a gesture of contempt, repeating his former assertion: “I’m ready for him.”


“You saw what he said about a wolf?” I asked, entering the conversation for the first time.


“Wolf!” he echoed scornfully; “that is no wolf, It is the volkodlák.”


“The what?”


“Volkodlák — the — what you call witch-wolf. It is that damn fool Thaddeus, making himself into a wolf.” He made the statement in a matter-of-fact manner, as though he spoke of his brother dressing for a masquerade party.


Johnny and I exchanged a glance in which each of us tried, unsuccessfully, to look skeptical. In the face of Lomba’s assertion, Johnny’s attempt at a logical explanation of my adventure was not convincing. It never had been, s0 far as I was concerned, but Johnny Buell was unwilling to give it up without a struggle.


“Look here, Ravski,” he said, “the doctrine of lycanthropy was exploded, ’way back in the Seventeenth Century. Nowadays, no one but a madman believes that human beings can metamorphose themselves into—”


“I don’t know them words you use,” Lomba interrupted, “but I do knew my brother can make himself a wolf. He learn it from my grandmother, that is what the fight was about, that time he throws me off the farm. And he don’t go home to fight for his country neither. He goes to Warsaw because there is there a guild — what you call? — a lodge of the volkodiáks. Now he comes to drive me off my farm, but I fix him for that.”


With a flourish he suddenly produced a big, nickel-plated revolver, patted it fondly with his hand and returned it to his pocket. He again started for the door and once more Johnny Buell stopped him.


“That gun,” Johnny said, “won’t help much if there is a — if things are as you say they are, out at the farm. This gentleman,” indicating me with a nod of his head, “fired two shots at a wolf on your place, yesterday afternoon. He missed both times, and,” Johnny added impressively, “he’s the best shot I know.”


Lomba shrugged his heavy shoulders and looked at me with a smile of contempt.


“Good shooting,” he said, “don’t count against a witch-wolf. It is what you got in the gun that counts. My bullets,” he slapped the pocket which contained the revolver, “are of silver. I make them last night, over at the garage.”


Silver bullets — that, then, was the explanation of his confidence. Silver bullets, I remembered, were the only effective ammunition against witches and demons, according to the seers and metaphysicians of the Middle Ages. But I shuddered to think of anyone facing the animal I had seen, with that big, cheap revolver, no matter what it was loaded with.


“Better take us with you,” I said, and for a moment he seemed to be considering the proposition. I think the idea of going out to that lonely farm by himself was not entirely to his liking, although it was evident that he did not lack courage. But after an instant of hesitation, he shook his head.


“I go alone,” he said. “It is between Thaddeus and me, this thing.”


I thought perhaps he was not quite so confident as he had been, but he put his hand upon the pocket where the gun reposed and the feel of it seemed to restore his nerve. He threw back his shoulders, and, with a curt nod to each of us, swaggered out of the room. We heard him thump heavily down the stairs and a minute later we heard a car start and drive away along the street.


After a little while, I said: “What do we do now?”


“Follow him,” Johnny answered, getting to his feet. “Wait till I get a gun.”


“And a silver bullet?” I asked, with an attempt at facetiousness which Johnny didn’t take well.


“Don’t be a damn fool,” he answered, and went into an inner room where his hunting equipment was kept. I had my rifle in the car and we were on the road within five minutes after Lomba Ravski had left us.


•   •   •   •   •


Half an hour later I parked the car beside the road, a short distance from the farm, and Johnny and I went forward on foot, stepping cautiously and with our rifles ready for instant use. I don’t think either of us had a very clear idea of what we expected to do when we arrived. We felt, of course, that Lomba had gone into some sort of danger, the exact nature of which it was difficult to define, and we thought he should have assistance, whether he wanted it or not. But I think that a much stronger reason for our being there was the unquenchable curiosity that is aroused, even in the most hardened Skeptic, by actual contact with some manifestation of the supernatural.


We stopped at the bend of the road, and taking cover behind some bushes, looked toward the house. Lomba’s car, a small semi-truck that he had borrowed from his employer, stood hub-deep in the weeds of the front yard. Except for this, the place seemed as silent and deserted as when I saw it on the previous afternoon, and I was about to advance when my companion made me a sign to be silent. From the direction of the house there came a sound — the dull echoing of footsteps on the uncarpeted floor of an empty room.


“He seems to be making a tour of inspection,” Johnny whispered, and as he spoke the shutter of an upper window was flung open and Lomba looked out. From where we crouched, behind the bushes, we could see him plainly — his face troubled and watchful and one hand in the pocket where he carried the gun. After a little he turned back into the room and we heard his heavy steps dying away toward the rear of the house. We looked at each other, and Johnny grinned, a bit sheepishly.


“Guess we are on a fool’s errand,” he said. “Everything seems to be all right and we must look rather silly, snooping about a man’s dooryard, armed with rifles—Look out! Here it comes!”


It came from the opposite side of the road, the same swift, silent monster that I had seen the day before. We had barely time to leap aside when it went by, without a glance at us, passing so close to me that I felt its hot breath upon my hand.


“Good God!” Johnny Buell cried, but it was more a prayer than an oath. Then, recovering himself, he swung his rifle up, but there was no time for a shot. In the moment that we had stood, paralyzed with fear, the wolf had crossed the front yard like a great gray shadow and disappeared around a corner of the house.


Johnny went after it on the run, and scared as I was, I had to follow. Ten feet from the house we pulled up short as the voice of Lomba came to us in a shout, high-pitched and hysterical. First there was a sputtering of Polish or Russian words that we could make nothing of; then:


“Thad! Keep back, I tell you. The place is mine — you gotta get out of here or — keep back—”


The words were drowned in an angry snarl, like that of a dog, followed instantly by the dull, thudding report of a revolver. I bounded up the step with Johnny close behind me, and together we threw ourselves against the door. The lock held, and as we drew back for a second shove there came from within a most awful scream of agony and terror and the sound of a heavy fall. Then the door gave way before us and we plunged into the room.


Lomba Ravski lay upon his back in the middle of the dust-grimed floor, and astride of him, its great nose buried in his throat, stood the wolf. No sound came from the man, but one hand clutched feebly at the pistol, which had fallen to the floor beside him. As we staggered through the doorway, the beast lifted a blood-stained muzzle and looked at us.


I was frozen in my tracks by the evil glow of the yellow eyes, but Johnny Buell jumped by me and, as the animal showed its fangs in a wicked snarl, shoved his rifle barrel against its ear and fired. The crack of the rifle echoed through the empty house, but the yellow eyes continued to stare balefully at Johnny for an instant and then turned upon the dying man on the floor. Twice more Johnny fired and then, with a terrified cry, dropped the rifle and staggered back toward the wall, covering his eyes with his hands.


Then I saw the weakly clutching fingers of Lomba reach and close upon the butt of the revolver. Slowly and painfully he lifted it, until the barrel pointed at the shaggy belly of the wolf. Slowly his forefinger curled itself about the trigger. There was a jarring report, which seemed to shake the old house to its foundations, and the wolf leaped backward with a startled, whimpering cry that was strangely human. Blood spurting from a gaping wound in its stomach, it stood swaying upon its legs and looking about the room with an expression in its eyes that I can only think of as one of surprise. Then, with a repetition of that oddly human whimper, it turned and trotted through a door at the back of the room. We heard the click of its claws as it mounted a stairway and passed along a hallway above — then silence.


•   •   •   •   •


Lomba was quite dead when we reached his side, his hand clutching the revolver in a vise-like grip. I took off my coat and laid it over his face, and then we both stood listening and looking up toward the ceiling, where we heard the last pattering of the feet of the wolf. Neither of us spoke and we did not look toward the thing on the floor beneath my coat. It may have been ten minutes that we stood thus, and there was no sound from above. Finally, as though actuated by the same thought, we turned toward the door at the rear of the room.


The trail of blood led us through a dark hallway and up a flight of rickety stairs to the door of a room at the front of the house, from which Lomba had looked a short time before. I hesitated at the closed door but Johnny Buell pushed it open — then stopped with a gasp of amazement.


What we saw was not the beast whose bloody track we had followed — but a man. He lay in a corner upon his side with his hands clasped over his stomach and blood oozing through between the fingers. His light brown eyes were open wide and had in them the same expression of startled surprise that I had seen in the eyes of the wolf. He wore rough clothing of a foreign cut, and I did not need Johnny Buell’s words to tell me who it was.


“Thaddeus Ravski,” Johnny said in a whisper, looking about the room as though he still expected to find the wolf there. “Is he dead?” lie added, his eyes coming back to the body on the floor.


I nodded. The jaw of Thaddeus Ravski was set rigidly and the blood had ceased to flow between his fingers.


“When they die, the werewolves,” I told Johnny, “they resume human form.”


We left the house hurriedly, using the rear door to avoid passing through the room where Lomba lay. Johnny agreed to wait outside the house while I went into town for the sheriff.


“And drive like hell,” he said as I climbed into the car; “I can’t stand it much longer.”
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There were blood stains on Everard Simon’s shoes…


Simon’s father had given up his country house in Rye when his wife died, and moved into an apartment in Flatbush among the rising apartment houses which were steadily replacing the original rural atmosphere of that residential section of swelling Brooklyn.


Blood stains — and forest mould — on his shoes!


The younger Simon — he was thirty-seven, his father getting on toward seventy — always spent his winters in the West Indies, returning in the spring, going back again in October. He was a popular writer of informative magazine articles. As soon as his various visits for weekends and odd days were concluded, he would move his trunks into the Flatbush apartment and spend a week or two, sometimes longer, with his father. There was a room for him in the apartment, and this he would occupy until it was time for him to leave for his summer camp in the Adirondacks. Early in September he would repeat the process, always ending his autumn stay in the United States with his father until it was time to sail back to St. Thomas or Martinique or wherever he imagined he could write best for that particular winter.


There was only one drawback in this arrangement. This was the long ride in the subway necessitated by his dropping in to his New York club every day. The club was his real American headquarters. There he received his mail. There he usually lunched and often dined as well. It was at the club that he received his visitors and his telephone calls. The club was on Forty-Fourth Street, and to get there from the apartment he walked to the Church Avenue subway station, changed at De Kalb Avenue, and then took a Times Square express train over the Manhattan Bridge. The time consumed between the door of the apartment and the door of the club was exactly three-quarters of an hour, barring delays. For the older man the arrangement was ideal. He could be in his office, he boasted, in twenty minutes.


To avoid the annoyances of rush hours in the subway, Mr. Simon senior commonly left home quite early in the morning, about seven o’clock. He was a methodical person, always leaving before seven in the morning, and getting his breakfast in a downtown restaurant near the office. Everard Simon rarely left the apartment until after nine, thus avoiding the morning rush-hour at its other end. During the five or six weeks every year that they lived together the two men really saw little of each other, although strong bonds of understanding, affection, and respect bound them together. Sometimes the older man would awaken his son early in the morning for a brief conversation. Occasionally the two would have a meal together, evenings, or on Sundays; now and then an evening would be spent in each other’s company. They had little to converse about. During the day they would sometimes call each other up and speak together briefly on the telephone from club to office or office to club. On the day when Everard Simon sailed south, his father and he always took a farewell luncheon together somewhere downtown. On the day of his return seven months later, his father always made it a point to meet him at the dock. These arrangements had prevailed for eleven years. He must get that blood wiped off. Blood! How—?


During that period, the neighborhood of the apartment had changed out of all recognition. Open lots, community tennis-courts, and many of the older one-family houses had disappeared, to be replaced by the ubiquitous apartment houses. In 1928 the neighborhood which had been almost rural when the older Simon had taken up his abode “twenty minutes from his Wall Street office” was solidly built up except for an occasional, and now incongruous, frame house standing lonely and dwarfed in its own grounds among the towering apartment houses, like a lost child in a preoccupied crowd of adults whose business caused them to look over the child’s head.


•   •   •   •   •


One evening, not long before the end of his autumn sojourn in Flatbush, Everard Simon, having dined alone in his club, started for the Times Square subway station about a quarter before nine. Doubled together lengthwise, and pressing the pocket of his coat out of shape, was a magazine, out that day, which contained one of his articles. He stepped on board a waiting Sea Beach express train, in the rearmost car, sat down, and opened the magazine, looking down the table of contents to find his article. The train started after the ringing of the warning bell and the automatic closing of the side doors, while he was putting on his reading-spectacles. He began on the article.


He was dimly conscious of the slight bustle of incoming passengers at Broadway and Canal Street, and again when the train ran out on the Manhattan Bridge because of the change in the light, but his closing of the magazine with a page-corner turned down, and the replacing of the spectacles in his inside pocket when the train drew in to De Kalb Avenue, were almost entirely mechanical. He could make that change almost without thought. He had to cross the platform here at De Kalb Avenue, get into a Brighton Beach local train. The Brighton Beach expresses ran only in rush hours and he almost never traveled during those periods.


He got into his train, found a seat, and resumed his reading. He paid no attention to the stations — Atlantic and Seventh Avenues. The next stop after that, Prospect Park, would give him one of his mechanical signals, like coming out on the bridge. The train emerged from its tunnel at Prospect Park, only to re-enter it again at Parkside Avenue, the next following station. After that came Church Avenue, where he got out every evening.


As the train drew in to that station, he repeated the mechanics of turning down a page in the magazine, replacing his spectacles in their case, and putting the case in his inside pocket. His mind entirely on the article, he got up, left the train, walked back toward the Caton Avenue exit, started to mount the stairs.


A few moments later he was walking, his mind still entirely occupied with his article, in the long-familiar direction of his father’s apartment.


The first matter which reminded him of his surroundings was the contrast in his breathing after the somewhat stuffy air of the subway train. Consciously he drew in a deep breath of the fresh, sweet outdoor air. There was a spicy odor of wet leaves about it somehow. It seemed, as he noticed his environment with the edge of his mind, darker than usual. The crossing of Church and Caton Avenues was a brightly lighted corner. Possibly something was temporarily wrong with the lighting system. He looked up. Great trees nodded above his head. He could see the stars twinkling above their lofty tops. The sickle edge of a moon cut sharply against black branches moving gently in a fresh wind from the sea.


He walked on several steps before he paused, slackened his gait, then stopped dead, his mind responding in a note of quiet wonderment.


Great trees stood all about him. From some distance ahead a joyous song in a manly bass, slightly muffled by the wood of the thick trees, came to his ears. It was a song new to him. He found himself listening to it eagerly. The song was entirely strange to him, the words unfamiliar. He listened intently. The singer came nearer. He caught various words, English words. He distinguished “merry”, and “heart”, and “repine”.


It seemed entirely natural to be here, and yet, as he glanced down at his brown clothes, his highly polished shoes, felt the magazine bulging his pocket, the edge of his mind caught a note of incongruity. He remembered with a smile that strange drawing of Aubrey Beardsley’s, of a lady playing an upright cottage pianoforte in the midst of a field of daisies! He stood, he perceived, in a kind of rough path worn by long usage. The ground was damp underfoot. Already his polished shoes were soiled with mould.


The singer came nearer and nearer. Obviously, as the fresh voice indicated, it was a young man. Just as the voice presaged that before many seconds the singer must come out of the screening array of tree boles, Everard Simon was startled by a crashing, quite near by, at his right. The singer paused in the middle of a note, and for an instant there was a primeval silence undisturbed by the rustle of a single leaf.


Then a huge timber wolf burst through the underbrush to the right, paused, crouched, and sprang, in a direction diagonal to that in which Everard Simon was facing, toward the singer.


Startled into a frigid immobility, Simon stood as though petrified. He heard an exclamation, in the singer’s voice, a quick “heh”; then the sound of a struggle. The great wolf, apparently, had failed to knock down his quarry. Then without warning, the two figures, man and wolf, came into plain sight; the singer, for so Simon thought of him, a tall, robust fellow, in fringed deerskin, slashing desperately with a hunting-knife, the beast crouching now, snapping with a tearing motion of a great punishing jaw. Short-breathed “heh’s” came from the man, as he parried dexterously the lashing snaps of the wicked jaws.


The two, revolving about each other, came very close. Everard Simon watched the struggle, fascinated, motionless. Suddenly the animal shifted its tactics. It backed away stealthily, preparing for another spring. The young woodsman abruptly dropped his knife, reached for the great pistol which depended from his belt in a rough leather holster. There was a blinding flash, and the wolf slithered down, its legs giving under it. A great cloud of acrid smoke drifted about Everard Simon, cutting off his vision; choking smoke which made him cough.


But through it, he saw the look of horrified wonderment on the face of the young woodsman; saw the pistol drop on the damp ground as the knife had dropped; followed with his eyes, through the dimming medium of the hanging smoke, the fascinated, round-eyed stare of the man who had fired the pistol.


There, a few feet away from him, he saw an eldritch change passing over the beast, shivering now in its death-struggle. He saw the hair of the great paws dissolve, the jaws shorten and shrink, the lithe body buckle and heave strangely. He closed his eyes, and when he opened them, he saw the figure in deerskins standing mutely over the body of a man, lying prone across tree-roots, a pool of blood spreading, spreading, from the concealed face, mingling with the damp earth under the tree-roots.


Then the strange spell of quiescence which had held him in its weird thrall was dissolved, and, moved by a nameless terror, he ran, wildly, straight down the narrow path between the trees….


It seemed to him that he had been running only a short distance when something, the moon above the trees, perhaps, began to increase in size, to give a more brilliant light. He slackened his pace. The ground now felt firm underfoot, no longer damp, slippery. Other lights joined that of the moon. Things became brighter all about him, and as this brilliance increased, the great trees all about him turned dim and pale. The ground was now quite hard underfoot. He looked up. A brick wall faced him. It was pierced with windows. He looked down. He stood on pavement. Overhead a streetlight swung lightly in the late September breeze. A faint smell of wet leaves was in the air, mingled now with the fresh wind from the sea. The magazine was clutched tightly in his left hand. He had, it appeared, drawn it from his pocket. He looked at it curiously, put it back into the pocket.


He stepped along over familiar pavement, past well-known façades. The entrance to his father’s apartment loomed before him. Mechanically he thrust his left hand into his trousers pocket. He took out his key, opened the door, traversed the familiar hallway with its rugs and marble walls and bracket side-wall light-clusters. He mounted the stairs, one flight, turned the corner, reached the door of the apartment, let himself in with his key.


It was half-past nine and his father had already retired. They talked through the old man’s bedroom door, monosyllabically. The conversation ended with the request from his father that he close the bedroom door. He did so, after wishing the old man good-night.


He sat down in an armchair in the living-room, passed a hand over his forehead, bemused. He sat for fifteen minutes. Then he reached into his pocket for a cigarette. They were all gone. Then he remembered that he had meant to buy a fresh supply on his way to the apartment. He had meant to get the cigarettes from the drugstore between the Church Avenue subway station and the apartment! He looked about the room for one. His father’s supply, too, seemed depleted.


He rose, walked into the entry, put on his hat, stepped out again into the hallway, descended the one flight, went out into the street. He walked into an unwonted atmosphere of excitement. People were conversing as they passed, in excited tones; about the drugstore entrance a crowd was gathered. Slightly puzzled, he walked toward it, paused, blocked, on the outer edge.


“What’s happened?” he inquired of a young man whom he found standing just beside him, a little to the fore.


“It’s a shooting of some kind,” the young man explained. “I only just got here myself. The fellow that got bumped off is inside the drugstore — what’s left of him. Some gang-war stuff, I guess.”


He walked away, skirting the rounded edge of the clustering crowd of curiosity-mongers, proceeded down the street, procured the cigarettes elsewhere. He passed the now enlarged crowd on the other side of the street on his way back, returned to the apartment, where he sat, smoking and thinking, until eleven, when he retired. Curious — a man shot; just at the time, or about the time, he had let that imagination of his get the better of him — those trees!


His father awakened him about five minutes before seven. The old man held a newspaper in his hand. He pointed to a scare-headline on the front page.


“This must have happened about the time you came in,” remarked Mr. Simon.


“Yes — the crowd was around the drugstore when I went out to get some cigarettes,” replied Everard Simon, stretching and yawning.


When his father was gone and he had finished with his bath, he sat down, in a bathrobe, to glance over the newspaper account. A phrase arrested him: “…the body was identified as that of ‘Jerry the Wolf’, a notorious gangster with a long prison record.”


Then, lower down, when he had resumed his reading: “…a large-caliber bullet which, entering the lower jaw, penetrated the base of the brain … no eye-witnesses…”


Everard Simon sat for a long time after he had finished the account, the newspaper on the floor by his chair. “No eye-witnesses!” He must, really, keep that imagination of his within bounds, within his control.


Slowly and reflectively, this good resolution uppermost, he went back to the bathroom and prepared for his morning shave.


Putting on his shoes, in his room, he observed something amiss. He picked up a shoe, examined it carefully. The soles of the shoes were caked with black mould, precisely like the mould from the woodpaths about his Adirondack camp. Little withered leaves and dried pine-needles clung to the mould. And on the side of the right shoe were brownish stains, exactly like freshly dried bloodstains. He shuddered as he carried the shoes into the bathroom, wiped them clean with a damp towel, then rinsed out the towel. He put them on, and shortly afterward, before he entered the subway to go over to the club for the day, he had them polished.


The boot-black spoke of the killing on that corner the night before. The boot-black noticed nothing amiss with the shoes, and when he had finished, there was no trace of any stains.


Simon did not change at De Kalb Avenue that morning. An idea had occurred to him between Church Avenue and De Kalb, and he stayed on the Brighton local, secured a seat after the emptying process which took place at De Kalb, and went on through the East River tunnel.


He sent in his name to Forrest, a college acquaintance, now in the district attorney’s office, and Forrest received him after a brief delay.


“I wanted to ask a detail about this gangster who was killed in Flatbush last night,” said Simon. “I suppose you have his record, haven’t you?”


“Yes, we know pretty well all about him. What particular thing did you want to know?”


“About his name,” replied Simon. “Why was he called ‘Jerry the Wolf’ — that is, why ‘The Wolf’ particularly?”


“That’s a very queer thing, Simon. Such a name is not, really, uncommon. There was that fellow, Goddard, you remember. They called him ‘The Wolf of Wall Street’. There was the fiction criminal known as ‘The Lone Wolf’. There have been plenty of ‘wolves’ among criminal ‘monikers’. But this fellow, Jerry Goraffsky, was a Hungarian, really. He was called ‘The Wolf’, queerly enough, because there were those in his gang who believed he was one of those birds who could change himself into a wolf! It’s a queer combination, isn’t it? — for a New York gangster?”


“Yes,” said Everard Simon, “it is, very queer, when you come to think of it. I’m much obliged to you for telling me. I was curious about it somehow.”


“That isn’t the only queer aspect of this case, however,” resumed Forrest, a light frown suddenly showing on his keen face. “In fact that wolf-thing isn’t a part of the case — doesn’t concern us, of course, here in the district attorney’s office. That’s nothing but blah. Gangsters are as superstitious as sailors; more so, in fact!


“No. The real mystery in this affair is — the bullet, Simon. Want to see it?”


“Why — yes; of course — if you like, Forrest. What’s wrong with the bullet?”


Forrest stepped out of the room, returned at once, laid a large, round ball on his desk. Both men bent over it curiously.


“Notice that diameter, Simon,” said Forrest. “It’s a hand-molded round ball — belongs in a collection of curios, not in any gangster’s gat! Why, man, it’s like the slugs they used to hunt the bison before the old Sharps rifle was invented. It’s the kind of a ball Fenimore Cooper’s people used — ‘Deerslayer’! It would take a young cannon to throw that thing. Smashed in the whole front of Jerry’s ugly mug. The inside works of his head were spilled all over the sidewalk! It’s what the newspapers always call a ‘clue’. Who do you suppose resurrected the horse-pistol — or the ship’s blunderbuss — to do that job on Jerry? Clever, in a way. Hooked it out of some dime museum, perhaps. There are still a few of those old pitches still operating, you know, at the old stand — along East Fourteenth Street.”


“A flintlock, single-shot horse-pistol, I’d imagine,” said Everard Simon, laying the ounce lead ball back on the mahogany desk. He knew something of weapons, new and old. As a writer of informational articles that was part of his permanent equipment.


“Very likely,” mused the assistant district attorney. “Glad you came in, old man.”


And Everard Simon went on uptown to his club.
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The Howler

H. P. Lovecraft
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They told me not to take the Briggs’ Hill path


That used to be the highroad through to Zoar,


For Goody Watkins, hanged in seventeen-four,


Had left a certain monstrous aftermath.


Yet when I disobeyed, and had in view


The vine-hung cottage by the great rock slope,


I could not think of elms or hempen rope,


But wondered why the house still seemed so new.





Stopping a while to watch the fading day,


I heard faint howls, as from a room upstairs,


When through the ivied panes one sunset ray


Struck in, and caught the howler unawares.


I glimpsed — and ran in frenzy from the place,


And from a four-pawed thing with human face.
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The Werewolf’s Howl

A weird doom awaited the baron

 when his time should come to die

Brooke Byrne

1934







The doctor walked briskly through the chill night, his cloak wrapped closely about him. The white light of a full moon showed him his way clearly, for all that on either side the forest was black with shadow, and full of vague cracklings and reports like pistol shots as the frost gripped the pine branches. His way ran through the forest of Martheim, up the steep slope that led to Schloss Martheim, his goal. Within that gloomy pile the old Baron Martheim was dying.


The thought of the great, shadowy room where, in a canopied carven bed, the old man waited for death, made the doctor quicken his pace. Ever since the young doctor had come to the little village that snuggled close to the river below the bluff where Schloss Martheim clung perilously, he had played chess once a week with the frail master of the castle, and a genuine friendship had sprung up between the two. He felt a poignant regret that the delicate ivory Aessmen would never reappear from their inlaid box, to be set up carefully by the baron’s white, fastidious fingers. More deeply he regretted the cutting off of their conversations over vintage wine, when the game was played out and the fire had lapsed to a bed of ruddy coals. Whatever village gossip said of the baron’s early escapades, the doctor had found him, in his old age, a pleasant companion, full of a wise, calm knowledge of men and things. The reserve he maintained concerning his past erected no barrier in their friendship; his occasional fits of abstracted melancholy seldom marred their quiet evenings.


Musing thus upon the end of good things in a bitter world, the doctor came out of the forest and climbed a long flight of steps cut into solid rock. At the top he paused. He was on the terrace of Schloss Martheim; below him the river glittered in the moonlight, and a light or two showed the outskirts of the village. But all about him, barring all the approaches to the castle save the side which looked over the cliff, was the impenetrable black forest, seeming to crowd in upon the schloss eagerly, as if sensing an ultimate victory.


The doctor turned and struck the brazen bell that hung beside the oaken door. Before the clamorous echoes had died away, the lone servitor who tended the baron had opened the door to him. In one trembling hand he bore a lighted taper. His face, in the fitful gleam, was twisted with grief.


“Well, Hans? How is he?” questioned the doctor as he stripped off his cloak and gloves.


“He is very low, doctor. All day he has asked for you. He seems afraid. Come quickly; he does not like to be alone.”


They hastened to the upper chamber where, in the light of a single candle and a leaping fire, the last Baron Martheim awaited death. The doctor, advancing swiftly to the bedside, read in the transparent waxen face the imminence of dissolution; yet, when his practiced fingers touched the blue-veined, fragile wrist, they felt a pulse beating spasmodically, almost tumultuously. As he bent to listen to the weary heart, the old man opened his eyes suddenly.


“Ah, God, is it time already? Have they come? No, not yet! Tell me they have not come!” Unreasoning terror burned in the shadowed, sunken eyes. The voice was a trembling wail.


“It is I, Doctor Gradnov,” the doctor hastened to assure him. “No one has come. You must be quiet.”


A long sigh lifted the breast beneath the cover. Slowly reason returned to the staring eyes. The baron spoke again.


“Ah, it is good you have come. I must share my secret now. I must tell you — you, my only friend.” Something like peace came into the wasted features.


“You must not try to talk, Baron,” the doctor soothed him. “I will give you a sedative.”


He turned to his bag. Hans yet lingered in the background, murmuring prayers under his breath. The baron spoke clearly. “No, I must talk. It is better than thinking … waiting…. Listen to me, rather, and learn perhaps. I am very tired,” he ended pathetically.


The doctor poured out a goblet of brandy from the decanter near by. He held the glass to the dying man’s lips; after a few sips a faint tinge of color showed along the cheekbones. When he spoke again a new strength and purpose were in his shrill voice.


“That is better. You will hear me, then. These forty years I have been haunted, and now the end is drawing near. At last I shall know … I shall be rid of dread…. Listen. I shall tell you a strange thing, and you will believe.”


His thin hands closed over an ebony crucifix which lay on the covers. With an effort he took a deep breath and began.


•   •   •   •   •   •   •


When I was young, I was sent to the university, as you were. Like you I was proud of my learning — I was very young. I spent much time boasting in taverns, and I liked the girls. My first year I fell in love with a little girl who waited on us in a cafe. In this I stupidly crossed another student, an older man whom I disliked because of his loud scorn of my fine theories. I gloated over him one night because Hilda preferred me. He stalked away, but not before I had seen his eyes…. He hated me. From that time on we never spoke, but whenever I was near him, I felt his eyes on me. Thus passed two years, and then the third came, and still Ivan remembered. It was in his eyes always.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·



The doctor administered more brandy. He saw in the sunken sockets eyes that burned with terror and delirium, and his own skin tingled inexplicably.


Revived by the strong liquor, the old man went on, his words coming out in jerks, as though the effort were almost too much. Yet some obscure force drove him on, hurrying his tale as if he were in fear of interruption.




·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


One night, in deep winter, I lingered in a wine-shop after my companions were gone. It was such a night as this outside, and I hesitated over my last drink. The innkeeper eyed me, for I was alone, and he wished to shut up his shop and go to bed. But as I was about to rise, the door was flung open and a student came in. The light fell across his features; I recognized Ivan.


A flicker of hatred ran across his face when he saw me; yet he came to my table and asked permission to sit with me civilly enough. We ordered two drinks, and until the keeper had withdrawn yawning, we said nothing. But then Ivan leaned across the table and said softly, “Well met, little Konrad! This is well met.”


Something in his voice sent a chill through me, but I answered him curtly.


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“For a long time I have wished to ask you something,” he returned, with a little chuckle. “May I speak with you, little Konrad?”


“What is it?”


“Do you still deny the existence of the soul?” he demanded earnestly.


Puzzled, I stared at him. “Yes, of course,” I replied. “I have not returned to superstition.”


Ah, I was young then, and the fine theories were new. I was very proud….


Ivan nodded at me. “Then you do not think that one can — sell one’s soul?” he asked, more .softly still.


“What nonsense is this?” I asked in return.


“Konrad, I have sold my soul,” he whispered. “And in return I have learned many things. How you would gasp if you knew! I am wiser than any of you in the classes, for I have learned the secrets of the old ones, the dark secrets. I could show you…. Konrad, would you like to see ghosts?”


“You are mad,” I said, only half convinced that I spoke the truth. There was something in his eyes that held me listening.


“No, learned little Konrad! I tell you it is true, that which I speak. Dare you come with me, and prove it? I will show you the undead, Konrad! I will show you werewolves! Do you dare?” He leaned forward, and his breath was hot on my face.


I tried to laugh, and could only shudder. He saw it, and laughed mockingly.


“Konrad is afraid,” he taunted. “Konrad knows that I speak truth, and he is afraid. Poor little Konrad!”


He laughed in my face, but his eyes did not laugh. They held me fascinated.


“No! I am not afraid,” I told him harshly.


“Then come with me, now, and laugh at me when you are proved right,” he invited, rising.


I felt my whole being revolt with nameless dread, but I rose with him. As if he held me chained, I followed him into the street. The inn door shut behind us sharply.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·



Once again the narrative broke off, and the room was silent save for the old man’s gasping breath. The doctor moistened the dry lips with brandy again. Terror was a living flame in the eyes now, the only living thing in the wasted body, save the lips, which scarcely moved to allow the husky voice to go on. The chill presence of death, and something more horrible still, filled the room with vague, fantastic shapes of dream.




·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


For a long time we walked, so swiftly that I hardly managed to keep pace with Ivan. We followed an icy-rutted track into the forest that hedged the town, far into the dark deeps of it, where I had never penetrated before. Overhead the stars were bright as sparks, and the moonlight was white. Sometimes; Ivan threw back his head and laughed up at the stars, silently, but he did not speak. As I hastened by his side and thought of flight, I sensed the presence of beasts near us. I heard little rustles in the brush, and a snapping of twigs, and even a muffled whine. A new fear seized me: the wolves were abroad in packs because of the deep cold, I dared not turn back. We went on, interminably.


At last we reached a clearing, and I saw in the moonlight the dark pile of such a castle as this. But it was deserted, as this will be; it was falling into ruin. Against the bare stone walls the icy vines clattered sharply, like clicking bones. I heard Ivan curse as his skin was torn on the cold metal of the lock. Then the door opened, and we were inside, in the musty dark.


Ivan led me, groping and stumbling, down many corridors to a room which had one casement, a glimmering dimness across the room. I stood with my back to the door, trying to conquer the fear that tore at my vitals. I was glad when Ivan managed to light a candle and set it in a sconce on the wall. By its light I made out the furnishings — a great chest, a rough table, and over all the dead dust of years.


Ivan did not pause. From the chest he took out a brazier, a bronze bowl, and some little boxes and vials. Also he laid on the table a great old pistol that gleamed in the light. Then from a pocket he drew a folded parchment. This also he laid upon the table before he turned to me.


“So, now we are ready,” he smiled evilly. “No, not quite; we have forgotten.” He picked up the pistol and put it in my hand. “Listen, now,” he said. “You know the legend of the werewolf. A human may take shape as a wolf during life, but at his death he becomes one of the undead. He may be slain forever only by a silver bullet blessed and marked with a cross. This you know?”


I nodded, dumbly.


“Here!” he said, and I stretched out my hand. He dropped a bullet into it. It was of silver, and graven into it was a cross.


“You do not believe in souls,” he mocked. “Yet it will kill a human as quickly as any other bullet. Load the pistol, little Konrad, and we shall begin. I would not take advantage of you. Yet remember — if you fire at a werewolf with such a bullet, and miss, your soul is forfeit to the undead! So it is written.” Abruptly he turned to the table and bent to his task.


I do not remember all that he did; yet he mixed some powders and liquids from his store, and set the bowl of them over the brazier. The flame licked around the metal bluely; smoke began to rise thinly. As it thickened, Ivan took up the parchment and began to chant. A scent as of burning flesh filled the room. I could not move or speak; I was as if in the clutch of a hideous nightmare. The chant deepened and swelled; it was like some diabolic distortion of the Mass. And now a sinister accompaniment began to sound above and around the shuddering chant; I recognized it as the howl of a hungry wolf outside.


With a swift movement Ivan flung open the casement; the candle guttered out in the draft. The room was full of stinging smoke. Ivan’s chant ended in a deep quavering howl. The answer swelled from all the forest outside. For an interminable second I stood in the smoky dark, my nostrils choked with the vile odor, my eyes blinded, my limbs weak as water. And then I sensed that evil indescribable had entered the room, unearthly evil, perilous and near.


I strove to pierce the gloom. Through the smoke I caught the gleam of green, baleful eyes. They came toward me slowly, crouching near the floor. I heard a snarl of hatred through the wild chorus outside. I knew, then. I was alone with a beast….


He sprang as I fired, and I felt his fangs in my flesh as the pistol kicked out of my hand in the recoil…. I do not remember anything else.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·



The old man’s forehead was cold and wet with the death-sweat, but his desperate, inexorable voice went on, faltering now and weak, yet relentlessly driving to an end.




·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


I came to myself in the dawn, wandering the streets with a shirt caked with blood from a wound in my chest. I crept to my lodgings, packed my bags, and fled the town by the first coach. I came here, and besought my mother for money. Though her heart broke at the sight of me, and my decision never to return to school, she gave me all she had, and promised to send enough for me to live on. Thus I wandered across the earth for years, seeking the tropics and the sea…. In time my father died. I came home, but too late to find my mother waiting. They were both in the old chapel, together and asleep.


I wandered again, seeking to forget. Useless; never have I told any man the terror that has dogged my footsteps all these years, that has lain down with me and risen with me, that even in sleep has returned to gibber at me through the nights. God, how long has been my penance! And now it comes to an end … an end! Ah, God, be merciful!


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


He ended on a choked sob of fear. The doctor sought uselessly for words that might bring a decent peace to this fantastic deathbed.


“Here you are safe,” he urged. “None can harm you. There are no werewolves, Baron. You are safe.”


“Safe? God, that I might believe it! But I can not know … I can not tell. Listen!” he cried out.


Rigid with stark terror, his hands clutching at the doctor’s arm, he pulled himself half erect. A bloody foam stained his pallid lips. They listened. Even Hans, shivering and crouching by the door, ceased his muttered prayers. There was no sound anywhere, within or without.


“There is nothing. Lie quiet,” the doctor begged. The old man clung to him with maniacal strength.


“You do not understand!” he shrieked. “They will come…. They are coming … black shapes in the moonlight, with lolling tongues … I see them…. I did not kill that night … I fired … Ivan lives! He has come for my soul…. Pray for me, my friend … pray”


A paroxysm shook the frail body in the doctor’s arms. The old man’s face twisted into a staring mask of horror, and his hands clawed at the coverings, as though he would fight off some unseen shape. His breath ended in a rattle. It was over.


The doctor lowered the baron’s body back to the bed. For a full minute there was utter stillness in the room, as though the watchers had been stricken breathless. And then, from the forest outside, a long bitter howl lifted and swelled, the howl of a hungry wolf, sobbing with inhuman despair. Three times it shivered to the startled stars, filling the night with echoes of pulsing horror. Within the schloss, after the last echo had died forever, there was only the sound of old Hans, sobbing, and the voice of the doctor muttering in unaccustomed prayer.
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Werewolf of the Sahara

Dreadful occult forces

 are unleashed in a desperate struggle

 for the soul of a beautiful girl

G. G. Pendarves

1936







The three of them were unusually silent that night over their after-dinner coffee. They were camping outside the little town of Sollum on the Libyan coast of North Africa. For three weeks they had been delayed here en route for the Siwa oasis. Two men and a girl.


“So we really start tomorrow,” Merle Anthony blew a cloud of smoke toward the glittering night sky. “I’m almost sorry. Sollum’s been fun. And I’ve done two of the best pictures I ever made here.”


“Was that why you burned them up yesterday?” her cousin, Dale Fleming, inquired in his comfortable pleasant voice.


The girl’s clear pallor slowly crimsoned. “Dale! What a—”


“It’s all right, Merle,” Gunnar Sven interrupted her. “Dale’s quite right. Why pretend this delay has done you any good? And it’s altogether my fault. I found that out today in the market. Overheard some Arabs discussing our expedition to Siwa.”


“Your fault!” Merle’s beautiful face, and eyes gray as a gull’s wing, turned to him. “Why, you’ve simply slaved to get the caravan ready.”


Gunnar got to his feet and walked out to the verge of the headland on which they were camped. Tall, straight as a pine he stood.


The cousins watched him; the girl with trouble and perplexity, the man more searchingly. His eyes, under straight upper lids, flatly contradicted the rest of his appearance. He was very fat, with fair hair and smooth unlined face despite his forty years. A sort of Pickwickian good humour radiated from him. Dale Fleming’s really great intellectual power showed only in those three-cornered heavily-lidded eyes of his.


“Why did you give me away?” Merle demanded.


His round moon face beamed on her.


“Why bluff?” he responded.


“Snooping about as usual. Why don’t you go and be a real detective?” she retorted crossly.


He gave a comfortable chuckle, but his eyes were sad. It was devilishly hard to watch her falling for this Icelander. Ever since his parents had adopted her — an orphan of six — she had come first in Dale’s affections. His love was far from Platonic. Gunnar Sven was a fine creature, but there was something wrong. Some mystery shadowed his life. What it was, Dale was determined to discover.


“Truth will out, my child! The natives are in terror of him. You know it as well as I do! They’re all against helping you and me because he’s our friend.”


“Stop being an idiot. No one could be afraid of Gunnar. And he’s particularly good with natives.”


“Yes. He handles them well. I’ve never seen a young ’un do it better.”


“Well, then?”


“There’s something queer about him. These Arabs know it. We know it. It’s about two months now since he joined forces with us. Just after my mother decamped and left us in Cairo. The cable summoning her home to Aunt Sue’s deathbed arrived Wednesday, May 3rd. She sailed May 5th. Gunnar Sven turned up May 6th.”


“All right. I’m not contradicting you. It’s never any use.”


“You refused to wait for Mother’s return in Cairo, according to her schedule.”


“Well! Cairo! Everyone paints Cairo and the Nile. I wanted subjects that every five-cent tourist hadn’t raved over.”


“You wanted Siwa Oasis. Of all God-forsaken dangerous filthy places! And in the summer—”


“You know you’re dying to see the oasis too,” she accused. “Just trying to save your face as my guardian and protector. Hypocrite!”


He roared with laughter. The Arab cook and several other servants stopped singing round their cooking-pots to grin at the infectious sound.


“Touché! I’d sacrifice my flowing raven locks to go to Siwa. But” — his face grew surprisingly stern — “about Gunnar. Why does he take such enormous pains not to tell us the name of the man he’s been working for?”


“I’ve never asked him.”


“I haven’t in so many words, of course. But I’ve led him up to the fence over and over again. He’s steadily refused it. With good reason.”


“Well?”


“He works for an Arab. A sheykh. A man notorious from Morocco to Cairo. His nickname’s Sheykh El Afrit. The Magician! His real name is Sheykh Zura El Shabur.”


“And what’s so earth-shaking about that?” asked Merle, patting a dark curl into place behind her ear.


“He’s a very — bad — hat! Black Magic’s no joke in this country. This Sheykh El Shabur’s gone far. Too far.”


“I’m going to talk to Gunnar. He’ll tell me. It’s fantastic. Gunnar and Black Magic indeed!”


Dale watched her, amused and touched. How she loathed subtleties and mysteries and tangled situations!


“She’d waltz up to a lion and pull its whiskers if anyone told her they were false. As good at concealment as a searchlight.”


•   •   •   •   •


Gunnar turned from the sea as Merle walked purposefully in his direction. He stood beside her — mountain pine overshadowing a little silver birch.


“H-m-m!” Dale threw away a freshly lighted cigarette and took another. “Merle and I wouldn’t suggest that. More like Friar Tuck and Maid Marian.”


He was startled to see Gunnar suddenly leap and turn. The man looked as if he’d had a tremendous shock. He stood peering across the wastelands stretching eastward, frozen into an attitude of utmost horror.


Dale ran across to Merle. She broke from his detaining hand and rushed to Gunnar’s side.


“What is it? What do you see? Gunnar! Answer me, Gunnar!”


His tense muscles relaxed. He sighed, and brushed a hand across his eyes and wet forehead.


“He’s found me. He’s coming. I had hoped never—”


“Who? What are you talking about?”


She shook his arm in terror at his wild look and words.


“He said I was free! Free! I wouldn’t have come near you if I’d known he lied. Now I’ve brought him into your life. Merle! Forgive me!”


He took her hands, kissed them frantically, then turned to Dale with burning haste and fairly pushed him away.


“Go! Go! Go! Now — before he comes. Leave everything! Ride for your lives. He’ll force me to … go! Go!”


“Ma yarudd! What means this, Gunnar — my servant?”


The deep guttural voice seemed to come up from the bowels of the earth. The three turned as if a bomb had exploded. A figure loomed up not ten feet away. Merle stared with wide startled eyes. A minute ago the level wasteland had shown bare, deserted. How had this tall Arab approached unseen?


Gunnar seemed to shrink and wither. His face was tragic. The newcomer fixed him for a long moment in silence, staring him down.


“What means this, Gunnar, my servant?” Once more the words vibrated through the still night.


The Icelander made a broken ineffectual movement of his hands, and began to speak. His voice died away into low, vague murmurings.


“For this you shall account to me later,” promised the tall Arab.


He strode forward. His black burnoose rippled and swayed about him. Its peaked hood was drawn close. A long face with pointed black beard, proud curving nose, and eyes dark and secret as forest pools gleamed beneath the hood.


Merle shrank back. Her fingers clutched Gunnar’s. They were cold and limp in her grasp.


Dale leaned forward, peering into the Arab’s face as a connoisseur examines an etching of rare interest.


“You speak very good English, my friend. Or is it enemy?”


The whole demeanor of the Arab changed. His white teeth flashed. He held out welcoming hands, clasped Dale’s in his own, and bowed low to the girl. He turned last to the Icelander.


“Present me!” he ordered.


Gunnar performed the small ceremony with white lips. His voice sounded as if he’d been running hard.


“Zura El Shabur. Zura of the Mist,” translated the sheykh. “I am your friend. I have many friends of your Western world. The language! All languages are one to me!”


Dale beamed. “Ah! Good linguist and all that! Jolly good name yours, what! Gave us quite a scare, popping up out of the atmosphere like Aladdin’s djinnee!”


El Shabui’s thin lips again showed his teeth.


“Those that dwell in the desert’s solitude and silence learn to reflect its qualities.”


“Quite! Quite!” Dale gurgled happy agreement. “Neat little accomplishment Very convenient — for you!”


“Convenient on this occasion for you also, since my coming prevented the inhospitality of my servant from driving you away.”


“No! You’re wrong there. Gunnar’s been our guardian angel for weeks past. Given us a wonderful time.”


“Nevertheless, I heard that he urged you to go — to go quickly from Solium.”


Dale burst into laughter; long, low gurgles that relieved tension all around. “I’m one of those fools that’d rather lose a pot of gold than alter my plans. One of the camel-drivers has made off with a few bits of loot. You heard the thrifty Gunnar imploring me to follow him.”


Merle backed up the tale with quick wit. “Nothing of vast importance. My silver toilet things, a leather bag, and a camera. Annoying, but hardly worth wasting hours to retrieve.”


She came forward, all anxiety to give Gunnar time to pull himself together.


El Shabur made her a second low obeisance and stared down into her upturned vivid face. “Such youth and beauty must be served. Shall I send Gunnar after the thief?”


The idea of separation gave her a shock. Intuition warned her to keep the Icelander at her side for his sake, and for her own. Together there seemed less danger.


Danger! From what? Why did the word drum through her brain like an S.O.S. signal? She glanced at Gunnar. His face was down-bent.


“No.” She met the Arab’s eyes with effort and gave a valiant little smile. “No. Indeed not. We can’t spare him. He’s promised to come with us, to be our guide to the Siwa Oasis.”


“Hope this won’t clash with your plans for him. We’ve got so dependent on his help now.” Dale’s cherubic face registered anxiety.


“So.” The Arab put a hand on Gunnar’s shoulder. “It is good. You have done well.”


The young man shivered. His eyes met Merle’s in warning.


El Shabur turned to reassure her and Dale.


“Now all goes well. I, too, will join your caravan. It is necessary for my — my work — that I should visit Siwa very soon. I go also.”


Dale took the outstretched hand. “Fine! Fine! We’ll make a record trip now.”


•   •   •   •   •


In his tent, Dale slept after many hours of hard, concentrated thought and intellectual work — very pink, very tired, younger-looking than ever in his profound repose.


In her tent, Merle lay quiet too.


Native servants snored, shapeless cocoons in their blankets. Even the camels had stopped moaning and complaining, and couched peacefully, barracked in a semicircle. Great mounds of baggage within its wide curve lay ready for loading.


Moonlight silvered long miles of grass and rushes. Leagues of shining water swung in almost tideless rhythm half a mile from camp.


Gunnar looked out on the scene from his tent. What had roused him from sleep? Why was his heart thumping, and the blood drumming in his ears? He peered out into the hushed world.


Tents, men, camels and baggage showed still as things on a painted canvas. He left his tent, made a noiseless detour about the sleeping camp, then frowned and stared about in all directions.


A bird, rising on startled wing, made him look sharply at an old Turkish fort. It stood, grim and battered sentinel, on a nearby promontory of Solium Bay. Through its gaping ruined walls he caught a glint of fire — green, livid, wicked names that stained the night most evilly.


“El Shabur! Already! The Pentacle of Fire!”


His whisper was harsh as the faint drag of pebbles on the shore. For several minutes he stood as if chained. Fear and anger warred with dawning resolution and a wild anxiety. Then he stumbled over to Merle’s tent and tore open its flap. Flashlight in hand, he went in and stared down at the sleeping girl. She lay white and rigid as if in a trance. Gunnar touched her forehead, took up a limp hand in his own. She gave no sign of life.


He stood looking down at the still, waxen features. The rather square, resolute little face was uniformly white, even to the curved, just-parted lips. The hair seemed wrought in metal, so black and heavy and lifeless did it wave above the broad, intelligent brow. Gunnar looked in awe. The girl’s animated, sparkling face was changed to something remote and strange and exquisite. Half child, half priestess.


“And in a few short weeks or months,” he muttered, “El Shabur will initiate her. This is the first step. She will rot — perish — as I am doing!”


He bent, in passionate horror, over the still face.


“No! No! Not for you! Dear lovely child!”


He clenched his hands. “But if I disturb him now!”


For minutes he stood irresolute. Fear took him by the throat. He could not — he could not interfere! At last his will steadied. He mastered the sick terror that made him tremble and shiver like a beaten dog. As he left the tent, he glanced back once more.


“Good-bye! I’ll do all I can,” he promised softly. “I’d give my soul to save you — if I still had one.”


He ran to the headland where the old fort stood. If El Shabur’s occupation was what he feared, he would neither hear nor see. Intensely concentrating on his rites, nothing in the visible world would reach him.


Gunnar’s calculations were justified. He went boldly in through the arched entrance to an inner court where green fires burned in a great ring, five points of two interlacing triangles which showed black upon the gray dust of the floor. In the center of this cabalistic symbol stood El Shabur, clothed in black. The rod he held was of black ebony.


Gunnar drew breath. He listened to the toneless continuous muttering of the sheykh. What point had El Shabur reached in his conjurations? How long since he had drawn Merle’s soul from the lovely quiet body lying in her tent? It was of vital importance to know. If the devilish business was only begun, he might free her. If El Shabur had reached the last stage, closed the door behind the soul he was luring from its habitation, then it was fatally late.


He listened, head thrust forward, trying to distinguish the rapidly muttered words.


“Shekinah! Aralim! Ophanim! Assist me in the name of Melek Taos, Ruler of wind and stars and sea, who commands the four elements in the might of Adonai and the Ancient Ones!”


“A-h-h-h!” Gunnar gave a deep gasping sigh of relief. He was not too late. Sheykh El Shabur called on his allies. Merle’s spirit was not yet cut off from its home. Her will resisted the Arab’s compulsion.


•   •   •   •   •


He leaped forward, oversetting all five braziers. Their fire spilled and died out instantly. In the cold clear moonlight, El Shabur loomed tall, menacing. He stood glaring across the courtyard at the intruder. His black-clad figure overshadowed the Icelander’s by many inches, like a cloud, like a bird of prey. Malignant, implacable he towered.


Gunnar’s golden head sank. His strong, straight body seemed to shrink and crumple. Inch by inch he retreated, until he reached the wall. He tried to meet the Arab’s unblinking stare and failed. Again his bright head sank. His eyes sought the dusty earth. But his whole frame trembled with a wild, fanatical excitement. He had succeeded so far — had brought El Shabur back from that void where Merle’s spirit had so perilously wandered. She was free. Free to go back to that still white body lying in her tent.


“So! You love this girl. You would save her from me. You — who cannot save yourself!”


“You’re right.” The young man’s voice shook. “Right as far as I’m concerned. But Miss Anthony’s on a different plane. You’re not going to play your filthy tricks on her.”


“So! It would seem that, in spite of my teaching, you are not yet well disciplined. Have you forgotten your vow? Have you forgotten that a cabalist may never retreat one inch of the road he treads? Have you forgotten the punishment that overtakes the renegade?”


“I would die to save her from you.”


The other showed white teeth in a mirthless sardonic grin.


“Die!” echoed his deep, mocking voice. “Death is not for us. Are you not initiated and under protection? What can bring death to such as you?”


“There must be a way of escape for me — and for her. I will defeat you yet, El Shabur!”


The Icelander’s voice rose. His eyes were blazing. He stepped forward. Moonlight touched his shining hair, his passion-contorted features, his angry, bloodshot eyes. Control slipped from him. He strove in vain to recapture it, to use his reason. He knew that anger was delivering him bound and helpless into his enemy’s hands. It had been so from their first encounter. Emotion versus reason. He knew his fatal weakness, and strove against it now — in vain. Long habit ruled. Anger made his will a thing of straw.


“You would defy me — the Power I serve — the Power that serves me?”


Gunnar felt the blood rushing to his head. His ears sang. Red mist obscured his sight.


“You are a devil! And you serve devils!” he shouted. “But you won’t always win the game! Curse you, El Shabur! Curse you! Curse you!”


The Arab looked long into his angry eyes, and came closer. With an incredibly swift movement he clasped the shaking, furious figure.


Gunnar felt dry lips touch his ears and mouth and brow, heard a low quick mutter. Then EI Shabur released him suddenly, and stood back.


“Ignorant and beast-like! Be what you are — slave to your own passion! You, yourself, create the devil that haunts you. Therefore are you mine — for all devils are subject to me. Be what you are! Out, beast! Howl and snarl with your own kind until the dawn.”


For a moment something dark scuffled in the dust at El Shabur’s feet. The courtyard rang with a long, desolate howl. A shadow, lean and swift, fled from the camp, far, far out across the empty wasteland.


•   •   •   •   •


At sunset, the next day, Dale Fleming and his caravan reached Bir Augerin, the first well on their march. They had delayed their start some hours. Merle had insisted in waiting for Gunnar, but he had not turned up.


“He will join us en route,” the sheykh had assured her. “He is well used to desert travel, Mademoiselle!”


“But his camel?”


“We will take it. He can easily hire another.”


“Have you no idea why he went off and left us without warning? It’s so unlike him.”


El Shabur gave his dark unmirthful smile.


“He is young. Young and careless and — undisciplined. He has — friends. Oh, he is popular! That golden hair of his — it has a fascination….”


Merle’s face crimsoned and grew pale. Dale’s round face concealed his thoughts. He glanced at the Arab’s lean hands that twisted a stiff length of wire rope with such slow and vicious strength. He had learned how betraying hands may be.


Merle made no more objections, and at 3:30 p.m the caravan set out. The natives were superstitious about a journey’s start. Mondays, Thursdays and Saturdays were fortunate; and Saturday the luckiest of the week.


At Bir Augerin, camp was quickly made. The servants drew up water from the large rectangular tank in leather buckets. Merle sat disconsolate to watch, and smoke, and think of Gunnar. Dale joined her, leaving the sheykh to direct the men.


“I don’t believe it!” Merle burst out.


“About our absent friend?”


“Gunnar’s not that sort. I think they’ve had a quarrel. Dale!” She put a beseeching hand on his arm. “You don’t think — he wouldn’t kill Gunnar!”


“My prophetic bones tell me not.” He patted the hand in brisk, businesslike fashion. “He’ll turn up and explain himself. Don’t worry. This Sheykh of the Mist’s a queer old josser. About as trustworthy as a black panther, but the boy’s too useful to be killed off in a hurry. All the same — look here, Merle: keep this handy at night.”


He put a small snub-nosed automatic in her hand.


“It’s loaded. And I’ve taught you to use it. Listen! There are wolves on this trail. Heard ’em last night about the camp.”


“Wolves? In the desert? Jackals, you mean.”


“Don’t speak out of turn. Wolves. You know — things that go off like this.”


He threw back his head and gave a blood-curdling howl that electrified the camp. El Shabur spun on his heel, long knife drawn. The servants grovelled, then ran to pluck brands from the fire.


Dale gave a rich, infectious gurgle. “Splendid! Must have done that jolly well. Now perhaps you’ll recognize a wolf when you hear it. If you do — shoot!”


•   •   •   •   •


Soon after four a.m. the caravan set out again in the chill clear moonlight. In spite of grilling days, the nights remained cool and made travel easy. They reached their next halt, Bir Hamed, about eight o’clock. This cistern was the last before real desert began. They decided to give the camels a good day’s grazing and watering and push off again in the small hours before dawn.


Cooking-pots were slung over crackling fires. Fragrance of wood smoke mingled with odor of frying sausages and onions. Dale went over and implored the cook to refrain from using last night’s dish-water to brew coffee. El Shabur approached Merle and pointed to the east.


“He comes.”


She dropped a camera and roll of films and jumped to her feet.


“Who? Gunnar? I see no one.”


“He comes riding from over there.”


Low rolling dunes to the east showed bare and smooth and empty of life. She stared, and frowned at the speaker. “I see nothing. Dale!” she called out. “The sheykh says Gunnar’s coming from over there. Can you see him?”


Dale scrutinized the empty eastern horizon, then turned to El Shabur with a bland wide smile. “Ah, you wonderful Arabs! Putting one over on us, aren’t you? You people have extra valve sets. Pick up things from the ether. It’s enough to give me an inferiority complex.”


He thrust an arm through Merle’s. “If he says so, it is so! I’ll tell cook to fry a few more sausages.”


“Servants are all in a state of jim-jams this morning,” he said as he returned from his hospitable errand. “Ilbrahaim’s been handing out samples from the Thousand and One Nights’ Entertainments, What d’you suppose he’s started now?”


“They talk much,” the sheykh’s deep scornful voice replied. “And they say nothing.”


“Ilbrahaim is a chatty little fellow. Be invaluable at a funeral, wouldn’t he? Distract the mourners and all that! Unless he got on to vampires and ghouls. He’s keen on cabalistic beliefs.”


“Such things are childish; they have no interest for a cabalist.”


“No — really! Well, you probably know. Is there a place called Bilad El Kelab?”


El Shabur’s eyes glinted. His chin went up in a gesture of assent.


“There is? Ah, then Ilbrahaim tells the truth now and then. His brother went to this place. Country of the Dogs — suggestive name! The yarn is that all the men there turn to dogs at sunset. Like werewolves, you know.”


“Bilad El Kelab is far away. South — far south in the Sudan. Ilbrahaim has no brother, moreover.”


“No?”


“No. There are many foolish legends from the Sudan.”


“Not so foolish. I’m interested in folklore and legend and primitive beliefs. That’s why I’m going to Siwa, apart from looking after my little cousin here.”


El Shabur’s eyes smouldered. “It is unwise to be too curious about such things. That which feeds an eagle is no meat for a fish.”


“Quite! Quite! Good that, isn’t it, Merle? Meaning we Westerners are fish! Oh, definitely good! This Ilbrahaim, though — he swears our camp’s being haunted. He thinks a weredog, or werewolf, has attached itself to us. Says he woke and saw it prowling about last night.”


“A long trail from the Bilad El Kelab!”


“You’re right, El Shabur. Still, what’s a few hundred miles to a werewolf? And I suppose it travels on camel-back by day, if it’s got its man’s body in good repair. Have to be a new camel each morning — eh? Not likely a self-respecting mehari [camel] would trot hoof in paw with a wolf each night.”


“Dale! Is it the same wolf you said was—”


A cousinly kick on the ankle, as Dale moved to replace a blazing branch on the fire, warned her.


“Is it the wolf-tale they talked about in Alexandria?” she switched off quickly.


“Dear child!” Dale beamed approval. “How your little wits do work! No! That wolf was a jackal that haunted the Valley of the Kings in Egypt.”


El Shabur turned his head sharply. “The lost one arrives,” he remarked.


In the distance, magnified and distorted by the hot desert air, a vast camel and rider loomed. Merle lighted a cigarette with slow, unsteady hands.


“It may be anyone. Impossible to tell yet.”


The sheykh spread his hands. “Mademoiselle will soon discover.”


In half an hour, Gunnar rode into Camp. A sorry figure, disheveled, unshaven, he looked as if he’d been across Africa with a minimum of food and sleep. Merle had meant to be unrelenting at first, to await explanation, but her heart betrayed her at sight of this desperately weary man. She ran to meet him as he dismounted, and tried to lead him over to where Dale and the Arab sat smoking.


He stood swaying on his feet. “No. Not now.” His cracked, parched lips could scarcely frame the words. “I must sleep. I — I could not help it. I was prevented — I was prevented,” he croaked.


“Gunnar — of course!” She beckoned to a servant. “Take care of him. I’ll send Dale effendi to give him medicine. He is ill.” [honorific to show respect or esteem]


•   •   •   •   •


In the late afternoon the camp was in more or less of an uproar. The camels were driven in from pasturage to drink once again. They would have preferred to go on grazing, and, being camels, they expressed disapproval noisily, and gave much trouble to the cursing, sweating men.


Dale sauntered off from their vicinity. The sun was casting shadows that lengthened steadily. He stopped in the shadow of a huge boulder and stared thoughtfully out across the barren desert.


“Got his goat all right about that legend and the cabalists. Now, just why did that strike home? The pattern’s there, but all in little moving bits. I can’t get the confounded mosaic right. Cabalists! Werewolves! Gunnar and the Sheykh of the Mist! Haunted camp and all the rest of it! A very, very pretty little mix-up. I wonder now…. I wonder….”


His eyes, fixed in abstracted non-seeing gaze, suddenly became wary. His big body grew taut. Then, with the lightness of movement for which fat men are often remarkable, he vanished into a cleft of the great rock. His hearing was acute and voices carried far in the desert stillness.


“… until we reach Siwa. From sunrise to sunset I will be with her.” Gunnar’s bitterness was apparent. “If you interfere I will tell her what you are!”


“In return I will explain what you are — after sunset!” El Shabur’s voice mocked. “Will the knowledge make her turn to you for protection?”


“You devil!”


“You fool! Do not meddle with power you cannot control. Until Siwa, then.”


They passed out of earshot. Dale watched them return to camp.


“More bite of mosaic, nice lurid color, too. Looks as though Siwa’s going to be even more promising than I imagined. Evil old city, enough to make one write another Book of Revelations?”


•   •   •   •   •


The sun cast long shadows, stretching grotesquely over pink-stained leagues of sand. Dale was anxious to watch Gunnar when the sun actually did set; he felt that phrase of the young Icelander’s had been significant: From sunrise to sunset I will be with her. Rather an odd poetic reference to time! Taken in conjunction with his unexplained disappearance last night, it was specially odd.


Dale ambled slowly in the direction of camp, empty pipe between his teeth. He had stayed a long hour. From his rocky crevice, he had watched Gunnar and the Arab return, seen Gunnar start off again with Merle into the desert. The two were returning now — dark against the reddening sky.


He was curious to see how the young man was going to behave; what explanation, if any, he had given to Merle. He was overwhelmingly anxious to discover just how far she returned the love that burned so steadfastly in Gunnar’s eyes. If it was serious — really serious — with her, the whole queer dangerous situation was going to be deadly.


She would go her own way. If her heart was given, it was given, for good or evil. It seemed entirely evil, in his judgement, if she had decided to link her fate with this Icelander.


And El Shabur! How dangerous was this notorious Arab magician? Men of his practices fairly haunted desert cities and oases. Mostly they were harmless, sometimes genuinely gifted in the matter of prophecy. Rarely, they were men of inexplicable and very terrible power; who were dedicated, brain and body, to the cause of evil — evil quite beyond the comprehension of normal people.


Dale’s eyes were cold and implacable as he recollected one or two such men he had known: his pleasant face looked unbelievably austere and grim.


One way or another, Merle stood in imminent and pressing danger; from Gunnar, no less than from EI Shabur; from Gunnar, not because he was of himself evil, but because he was a channel through which the Arab could reach her. She was vulnerable in proportion to her love. There were infinite sources of danger ahead. El Shabur had a definite plan regarding her, something that would mature at Siwa. Three days remained to discover the nature of that plan.


Three days! Perhaps not even that. Gunnar’s relations with the Arab seemed dangerously explosive; a crisis might work up at any moment. Merle would then be implicated, for she would defend Gunnar with blind partizanship. All the odds were on El Shabur. It was his country; he could queer the expedition easily without any supernatural agency. And, if he were the deadly poisonous creature Dale began to suspect, then the lonely desert made a superb background for murder … he called it murder to himself, unwilling to give a far more terrible name to what he suspected EI Shabur might do.


The lovers, walking slowly, reluctantly back to camp, were completely absorbed in each other.


“If only I’d known you earlier!” The man’s sunken eyes looked down on the erect, slim, lovely girl beside him with immense regret.


“The only thing we can do about it is to make up for lost time, darling.”


He stopped, faced her, took both firm, rather square hands in his own. “Merle, you’re being a miracle. But it’s impossible. I oughtn’t to have told you how much I cared.”


“Poor dear! You hadn’t any choice, really. I did the leap year stunt before you could stop me; and, being a little gent, you simply had to say you loved me, too!”


She rattled away, hardly knowing what she said. “I’ve got to alter that look in his eyes,” she told herself. “I thought it was because of me, conceited little beast that I am. But it isn’t — it isn’t!


“Gunnar,” she tackled him with characteristic impetuosity, “Is your fear of El Shabur the biggest thing in your life? Is it bigger than — than your love for me?”


The grip of his hands tightened. His face bent to hers. His haunted red-rimmed eyes looked into her candid gray ones, that shone with love and kindness and a steadfast unwavering trust that made him want to kiss her dusty shoes. Instead, he dropped her hands, pulled his hat down over his face, walked on with quickened stride toward the distant encampment.


“It’s no use … I can’t go on with it. I’m in a tangle that no one on earth can straighten out. It’s revolting to think of you being caught up in such a beastly mess. I went into this thing because I was a young inquisitive fool! I’d no idea what it involved, no idea at all that there was something behind it stronger … stronger than death! I was blind, I was credulous, I was utterly ignorant; I walked into El Shabur’s trap — and the door shut behind me!”


“Gunnar, darling, can’t you explain? People don’t have to go on serving masters they hate unless — unless—”


“Exactly! Unless they’re slaves. Well, I am his slave.”


“I don’t understand you.”


“Thank heaven for it, and don’t try! It’s because you must never, never understand such things that I wanted you and Dale to go away that night at Sollum.”


“If you owe the sheykh your time, can’t you buy him off? Surely any contract can be broken.”


“Not the one that binds me to him. Listen, Merle, my own! I can’t — I daren’t say more than this. Think of him as a poison — as something that blackens and burns like vitriol. Will you do what may seem a very childish thing, will you do it to please me?”


“What is it?”


“Tie this across the entrance of your sleeping-tent at night.” He held out a little colored plait, four threads of green, white, red, and black, from which a seal depended. “Once more, I daren’t explain, but use it. Promise me!”


•   •   •   •   •


Taken aback by his tone and manner, she promised. What, she thought, had a bit of colored string to do with all this mystery about him and the sheykh? A fleeting doubt as to his sanity came to her.


“No,” he answered the look. “I was never more sane than now — when it’s too late. Too late for myself, at least. You — nothing shall happen to you!”


“Won’t you talk to Dale? He’s such a queer wise old thing, I’m sure he could help if only you’d explain things to him.”


“No. Not yet, at any rate. Not until we get to Siwa. I’ll explain everything then. Silence is the price I’ve paid to be with you on this trip.”


“But, really Dale is—”


“If you don’t want him to die suddenly, say nothing to him. Anyone that interferes with El Shabur gets rubbed out like this!”


Gunnar stamped a small pebble deep into the sand.


“All right,” she promised with a shiver. That quick vicious little movement had given her a sudden horrid fear of the sheykh — more than all Gunnar’s words. “I’ll say nothing. But Dale is pretty hard to deceive. There never seems any need to tell him things; he just knows them. I expect he’s burrowing away underground about El Shabur already, just like an old ferret! I happen to know he loathes him.”


“Nobody’d think so to see them chin-wagging.”


“He behaves like a garrulous moron when he’s putting salt on anyone’s tail, and I’ve seldom seen him wallowing quite so idiotically as now.”


“Much more likely the sheykh’s putting salt on his tail by pretending to believe Dale’s a fool.”


“You don’t know Dale.”


“You don’t know El Shabur.” Gunnar had the last word — it proved to be accurate.


They found the two in camp and deep in talk.


“Arguing about our pet werewolf.” Dale was bland. “Will you sit up with me and try a pot shot at the beast, Gunnar?”


The tall Icelander stood in silence. His face was a gray mask, his sunken eyes stared hard and long into the other’s blank smooth face. He turned to the sheykh at length.


“You suggested this?”


Merle shivered at his voice.


The Arab shrugged. “On the contrary. It would be wisdom to sleep before tomorrow’s march. If the effendi desires to hunt it would be well to wait until we reach the hills of Siwa.”


“Well,” Dale seemed determined to prolong the discussion, “what do you vote for, old man? The werewolf tonight, or the Siwa hills later?”


“The hills — definitely, the hills,” the young man’s voice cracked on a laugh, “According to legend, you can’t kill a werewolf. No use wasting our shots and a night’s sleep too.”


“Thwarted!” moaned Dale. “The hills of Siwa, then. You can promise good hunting there, Sheykh?”


“By my sacred wasm.”


“Wasm?” Dale lighted a cigarette with casual air.


“My mark, my insignia, my tribal sign. It is like heraldry in your land.”


“Heavens above! I must remember to call my little label a wasm in future. Intriguing word, that! And what is your mark?”


El Shabur leaned forward and traced it in the sand. Dale regarded it with a smile that masked deep uneasiness. He recognized the ghastly little sign; he was one of the very few who had the peculiar knowledge to do so. A smoke-screen from his eternal pipe shielded his face from the watchful Arab. Was El Shabur trying to trick him into exposing his very special and intimate knowledge of the occult; or did he make that deadly mark feeling sure that only an initiate would recognize it?


El Shabur was a Yezidee, a Satanist, and worshipped Melek Taos. The symbol was unmistakably the outspread tail of the Angel-Peacock. Dale recoiled inwardly at having his darkest fears confirmed; he knew of no tribe on earth more vicious and powerful than the Yezidees, Their name and their fame went back into mists of time. Seldom did one of them leave his hills and rock-dwelling up beyond Damascus. Once in a century or so, throughout the ages, a priest of the Yezidees would stalk the earth like a black destroying god to acquaint himself with the world and its conditions. He would return to teach his tribe. So they remained, a nucleus of evil power that never seemed to die out.


“Nice little design; looks like half a ray-fish,” he commented. Impossible to fathom what was going on behind the sheykh’s carven, immobile features. “Wasm — did you say? Wait, I must write that down.”


The whites of the Arab’s eyes glinted as he glanced at Merle. “Are you like your cousin in this — do you also suffer from loss of memory?”


“I — we — what do you mean?”


“You have a saying in your Book of Wisdom, ‘Thy much learning doth turn thee to madness.’ The effendi is like to that man, Paul. For who, after years and years of study, could forget so simple a thing as a wasm?”


Dale didn’t move a muscle. His bluff was called. All right! On with the next dance! Too late he realized why the Arab had started the absorbing wasm topic. It had been intended to shock and distract his own thoughts from Gunnar — to prevent his keeping an eye on him.


The Icelander had got up and gone over to his tent a minute ago with a murmur about tobacco. He had not returned. Dale was on his feet and peering into Gunnar’s tent in a flash. No one there. He looked at the western horizon — the sun had dipped beyond it. He scanned the desert. It offered no shelter for Gunnar’s six feet of height. He looked into every tent; saw that only the servants crouched before their fires, that only baggage lay heaped upon the ground.


Shadows were melting into dusk. But one long shadow seemed to move over there among the dunes not far away! Were his own dark thoughts inventing the thing that fled across the desert?


The darkest thought of all came as he went back to Merle and the silent watchful Arab. Was he a match for this man?


•   •   •   •   •


“You needn’t worry about Gunnar. The Arab’s at the back of these nightly disappearances, I’m quite certain, although the reasons he gave were of his own invention.”


“Then you think he’ll come back?” Merle looked tired and anxious in the light of her small lamp.


“He’ll come back,” asserted the man. “Good night, old lady. If you feel nervous or want anything, just give a yelp. I’ll be awake — got to finish a bit of research work.”


She caught a look that belied his cheerful voice. “Why d’you look round my tent like that? Is there any special danger — that wolf?”


“Well, I don’t mind telling you there is a spot of danger. You’re not the sort that goes off like a repeating-rifle at being warned. But — have you got your doodah handy?”


She showed the automatic underneath her pillow. “Perhaps I ought to tell you that Gunnar warned me too. No. Not about the wolf, but El Shabur.”


“Worse than a whole pack of wolves,” he agreed. “Know where you are with those noisy brutes, but the sheykh’s another cup of tea, entirely.”


“He gave me this. Told me to tie up my tent with it. Queer, don’t you think?”


He examined the plait of colored string with profound interest.


“Jerusalem the Golden! If we ever reach dry land again, this will be an heirloom for you to hand on. That is, unless you’re hard up and want to sell it to some Croesus for a sack of diamonds. This, my dear Black-eyed Susan, is a relic dating back thousands of years. The seal, of course, not the threads. It’s an emerald. And that’s the Eye of Horus cut in it.”


“Emerald! It must be fearfully valuable. How on earth d’you think Gunnar got it?”


“From his master the sheykh. It’s the sort of thing he’d need, poor fellow! It’s a safeguard — oh, quite infallible.”


“I never know when you’re serious or when you’re just being idiotic. Protection from what? What does it mean?”


“It means that El Shabur’s a cabalist. And that Gunnar is an initiate and pretty far advanced too, to be in possession of this very significant thing. He’s gone a long, long way on the road — poor lad!”


“He’s in danger?”


“Extreme and imminent danger; there’s scarcely a chance to cut him free now. Better face the thing, dear. Gunnar’s not in a position to love or marry any woman; he’s tied body and soul to El Shabur. It’s a hideous, deplorable, ghastly mess, the whole affair.” He sat down beside her on the little truckle bed and took her hand. “This is my fault. I knew well enough even at Solium that there was something abnormal about Gunnar.”


“I love him,” she answered very quietly, “and nothing can ever alter that. Whatever he’s done, or is — I love him.”


He stared at her a long minute. “And that’s the damndest part of the whole show,” he remarked with immense gravity.


He turned back at the tent opening. “About that thing Gunnar gave you. Fasten the tent-flap with it if you value your soul; wear it under your dress by day, never let the sheykh catch a glimpse of it. We reach Siwa the day after tomorrow. Try not to let El Shabur know we suspect anything, meantime. Sure you’re all right — not afraid?”


“Not for myself. I don’t understand what it’s all about. But I’m afraid for my poor Gunnar. He’s the sort that can’t stand alone. Not like you and me, we’re too hard-headed old things!”


“You’re a wonder. Any other girl stranded here with a half-mad native sorcerer would go right up the pole. Tie up your tent, though, d’you hear?”


“The moment you’ve gone. Cross my heart!”


•   •   •   •   •


Night wore swiftly on. Dale sat smoking in his own tent, fully dressed, alert and expectant. He felt convinced that something was in the wind tonight. The sound of shots far off across the desert took him outside, rifle in hand. Sleep held the camp; not a man had stirred. The black Bedouin tent in which die sheykh slept was closed. No one seemed to have been disturbed except himself. Again came that queer little tug of his senses — a warning of danger near.


His grip tightened on his weapon. He went on more slowly. A shadow seemed to move round the great mass of rock which had sheltered him a few hours ago. He halted half-way between rock and camp. Should he go back and rouse the men? Or should he go closer and inspect for himself? He walked on.


A high, piping wind blew clouds across the sky. A black mass obscured the moon. He halted once more, turned back to camp in a sudden certainty of peril. Too late. A rush. A scuffle. An arm of steel clasped him from behind, a hand like a vise was clamped across his lips before he could call out. His big body was enormously muscular and he fought like a tiger, threw off his assailant, shouted loudly. The strong wind shouted louder, tore his voice to shreds. It swept the black cloud from the moon too, and he saw a small band of natives, their faces veiled, knives glinting, burnooses bellying out like sails as they shouted and ran at him.


They were too close to take aim. He made for the rock. Unencumbered, and a good sprinter, he reached it safely, stood with his back to it and coolly picked out one after another of his enemies. It was only a momentary advantage; they were too many for him, and ran in again with savage yells.


To his amazement, a dark long swift body flung itself upon his attackers. A great wolf, huge, shaggy, thin and sudden as a torpedo. In vain the men plunged their knives into its rough pelt. Again and again Dale saw the wicked twisted blades drop as the brute caught the wrists of the raiders in its teeth.


The fight was short. Not a man was killed, but none escaped a wound. Some had faces slashed so that blood ran down and blinded them; some dragged a maimed foot; some a mangled arm. In terror of the swift, silent punishing creature that stood between them and their victim, the raiders turned and fled.


The wolf itself had been damaged in the savage encounter; an ear was torn, and it limped as it ran at the heels of the raiders, chasing them to their camels behind the huge rock pile.


The great panting beast looked full at Dale as it passed by. The man felt his heart beat, beat, beat in slow painful thuds against his chest. The creature’s yellow, bloodshot eyes turned on him with a glance that cut deeper than any raider’s knife. He leaned back. He felt very sick. The vast desert seemed to heave.


Slowly, soberly he made his way back to camp. He did not so much as glance back at the wolf. He knew now. He knew!


•   •   •   •   •


Siwa! Actually Siwa at last! The strange fort-like city loomed before the thin line of camels and their dusty weary riders. Like a vast house of cards Siwa had risen up and up from the plain. On its foundation of rock, one generation after another had built; father for son, father for son again; one story on another, the sun-baked mud and salt of its walls almost indistinguishable from the rock itself.


Tiny windows flecked the massive precipitous piles. Vast hives of life, these buildings. Layer upon layer, narrowing from their rocky base into turrets and towers and minarets.


Dale’s eyes were for Merle, however. She rode beside him, her face so white and strained, her eyes so anxious that he was torn with doubt. Ought he to have told her Gunnar’s secret? He had not turned up since the desert fight. Merle was sick with anxiety. Sheykh El Shabur smiled in his beard as he saw her quivering underlip, her glance that looked about with ever increasing fear.


“Where is he? Where is he?” She turned upon the sheykh. “You said he would be here at Siwa, waiting for us. Where is he?” she demanded.


Dale could have laughed had the situation been less grave and horrible. She loved as she hated, with her whole strong vigorous soul and body. She tackled the sinister, haughty Arab, demanding of him the man she loved, with the fearlessness of untried youth.


She was worth dying for, his little Merle! And it looked as though he, and she too, would make a finish here in this old barbaric city. If he had to go, he would see to it that she was not left behind, to be a sacrifice on some blood-stained ancient altar hewn in the rock beneath the city, to die slowly and horribly that the lust of Melek Taos should be appeased, to die in body — to live on in soul, slave to Sheykh Zura El Shabur.


And Gunnar? It was unnerving to think what might be happening to him. Dale knew that Gunnar had saved his life as surely as that El Shabur had plotted to kill him two nights ago. It was not nice to consider how the cabalist might punish this second interference of his young disciple.


They rode on through an endless warren of twisting dark lanes. Dale dropped behind Merle and the Arab when only two could ride abreast; he liked to have El Shabur before his eyes when possible. He could see Merle talking earnestly. Her companion seemed interested, his hands moved in quick eloquent gesture, he seemed reassuring her on some point. Gunnar, surely! No other subject in common could exist between those two.


Past the date-markets, under the shadow of the square white tomb of Sidi Suliman, past palm-shaded gardens, until they reached a hill shaped like a sugar-loaf and honeycombed with tombs.


“The Hill of the Dead!” El Shabur waved a lean dark hand.


“Quite,” replied Dale. “It looks like it.”


The Arab pointed to the white Rest-House built on a level terrace cut in the hillside. “It is there that travelers stay — such as come to Siwa.”


“Very appropriate. One does associate test with tombs, after all.”


Merle looked up at the remarkable hill with blank, uninterested gaze.


“Ilbrahaim will take your camels. If you will dismount here! The fonduk [inn] is on the other side of the city.”


The sheykh dismounted as he spoke. He sent the servant off with the weary beasts, and left the cousins with a salaam to Dale and a deep mocking obeisance to the girl. They watched him out of sight. The hood of his black burnoose obscured head and face; its wide folds, dark and ominous as the sable wings of a bird of prey, swung to his proud free walk. They sighed with relief as the tall figure vanished in Siwa’s gloomy narrow streets.


“What were you two chinning about on the way here?” Dale steered the exhausted girl up the steep rocky path. “You seemed to goad our friend to unusual eloquence.”


“I was asking about Gunnar. What else is there to say to him? Oh, do look at that!”


Below stretched rolling sandy dunes, palm groves, distant ranges of ragged peaks, the silver glint of a salt lake, and a far-off village on the crest of a rocky summit in the east.


He looked, not at the extraordinary beauty of desert, hill and lake, but at Merle. She had switched the conversation abruptly. Also, she was gazing out over the desert with eyes that saw nothing before them. He was certain of that. She was keyed up — thinking, planning, anticipating something. What? He knew she’d made up her mind to action, and guessed it was concerned with Gunnar. Long experience had taught him the futility of questioning her.


•   •   •   •   •


They found the Rest-House surprisingly clean and cool. Ilbrahaim presently returned to look after them. No other guests were there.


It was getting on toward evening when Dale was summoned to appear before the Egyptian authorities and report on his visit. He knew the easily offended, touchy character of local rulers and authorities, and that it was wise to obey the summons. But about Merle!


He glanced at her over the top of a map he was pretending to study.


“Would you care to come along with me across the city? Or will you stay here with Ilbrahaim and watch the sunset? Famous here, I’ve read.”


“Yes,” she replied, her eyes on a pencil sketch she was making of the huddled roofs seen from an open window where she sat.


“My fault, I’ll start again! A — Will you come with me? B — Will you stay with Ilbrahaim?”


“B.” She looked up for a moment, then returned to her sketch.


He got the impression of peculiar and sudden relief in her eyes, as if the problem had solved itself.


“Wants to get me off the scene!” he told himself.


She stopped further uneasy speculation on his part by bringing her sketch across and plunging into technical details about it. He was a sound critic and was beguiled into an enthusiastic discourse on architecture. She listened and argued and discussed points with flattering deference, until the sun was low and vast and crimson in the west.


Then she casually remarked, “You needn’t go now, surely?”


He started up. “I’d completely forgotten my little call. Sorry, dear, to leave you even for an hour. Etiquette’s extremely stiff on these small formalities; better go, I think. ’Bye, old lady, don’t go wandering about.”


“Thank heaven, he’s gone!” Merle thrust her drawings into a portfolio, put on a hat, scrutinized her pale face in her compact-mirror, applied lipstick and rouge with an artist’s hand, and walked down the hill path.


At its junction with the dusty road, a tall black-clad figure joined her.


“You are punctual, Mademoiselle! That is well, for we must be there before sunset.”


It seemed an interminable walk to her as they dived and twisted through a labyrinth of courtyards, flights of steps, and overshadowed narrow streets. She followed her silent guide closely. It would be unpleasant to lose even such a grim protector as EI Shabur. She shrank from the filthy whining beggars with their rags and sores, from the bold evil faces of the young men who stood to stare at her. Even the children revolted her — pale unhealthy abnormal little creatures that they were.


The sheykh hurried on through the old town with its towering fort-like houses to newer Siwa. Here the dwellings were only of two or three stories with open roofs that looked like great stone boxes shoved hastily together in irregular blocks.


•   •   •   •   •


El Shabur looked at the sun, then turned to his companion with such malice in his black eyes that she shrank from him.


“He is here.”


She looked up at the house-front with its tiny windows and fought back the premonition of horror that made her throat dry and her heart beat heavily. She despised her weakness. Inside this sinister house, behind one of those dark slits of windows, Gunnar was waiting for her.


Why he’d not come to her, why she must visit him secretly with El Shabur, she refused to ask herself. She loved him. She was going to be with him. The rest did not count at all.


She followed her guide through a low entrance door, stumbled up a narrow dark stairway, caught glimpses of bare, untenanted, low-ceilinged rooms. El Shabur opened a door at the top of the house, drew back with a flash of white teeth. She stooped to enter the low doorway.


“Gunnar!”


There was no answer in words, but from the shadows a figure limped, his face and head cut and bleeding, so gaunt, so shadow-like too, that she cried out again.


“Oh! Oh, my dear!”


He took her in his arms. She clasped him, drew his head down to hers, kissed the gray tortured face with passionate love and pity.


“Gunnar, I am here with you! Look at me! What is it? — tell me, darling, let me help you!”


His eyes met hers in such bitter despair and longing that she clutched him to her again, pressing her face against his shoulder. With gentle touch he put her from him.


“Listen to me, Merle, my darling. My beloved! Listen carefully. This is the last time I shall see you — touch you — forever. I am lost — lost and damned. In a moment you will see for yourself. That is why he brought you here. Remember that I love you more than the soul I have lost — always — always, Merle!”


He pushed her from him, retreated to the shadows, stood there with head flung up and back pressed to the gray mud wall. Even as she would have gone to him, he changed, swiftly, dreadfully! Down — down in the dust — torn rough head and yellow wolf’s eyes at her feet.


•   •   •   •   •


Merle sat up on the broad divan. Dale had returned to find her walking up and down, up and down the long main room of the Rest-House. For long he had been unable to distract her mind from the terrible inner picture that tormented her. She would answer his anxious questions with an impatient glance of wild distracted eyes, then begin her endless restless pacing again.


She had drunk the strong sedative he gave her as if her body were acting independently of her mind, but the drug had acted. She had slept. Now she was awake and turned to the man who watched beside her — large, protecting, compassionate. She tried to tell him, but her voice refused to put the thing into words.


“My dear child, don’t! Don’t! I know what you saw.”


“You know! You’ve seen him when — when—” She covered her face, then slipped from the divan and stood erect before him.


“Dale! I’m all right now. It was so inhuman, such a monstrous unbelievable thing! But he has to bear it — live through it. And we must talk about it. We have to help him. Dale! Dale! Surely there is a way to free him?”


He took her hands in his, swallowed hard before he could command his voice. “My chi—” He broke off abruptly.


There was nothing left of the child! It was a very resolute woman whose white face and anguished eyes confronted him. She looked, she was in effect, ten years older. He could not insult her by anything but the whole unvarnished truth now. She must make the final decision herself. He must not, he dare not withhold his knowledge. It would be a betrayal. Of her. Of Gunnar. Of himself.


“Merle!”


At the tightening of his clasp, the new note in his voice, she looked up with a passion of renewed hope.


“There is — there is a way?”


He nodded, and drew her down beside him on the divan. He looked ill and shaken all at once. His tongue felt stiff, as if it would not frame words. It was like pushing her over a precipice, or into a blazing fire. How cruel love was! Hers for Gunnar. His for Merle. Love that counted — it was always a sharp sword in the heart.


“There is a way,” his hoarse voice made effort. “It’s a way that depends on your love and courage. Those two things alone — love and courage! It’s a test of both, a most devilish test, so dangerous that the chances are you will not survive it. And if you don’t—”


For a moment he bowed his head, put a hand up to shield his face from her wide eager gaze.


“Dear! It’s a test, a trial of your will against that fiend, El Shabur. There are ancient records. It has been done. Only one or two survived the ordeal. The others perished — damned — lost as Gunnar is!”


“No.” The low, softly breathed word was more impressive than a defiant blare of trumpets. “He is not lost, for I shall save him. Tell me what to do.”


•   •   •   •   •


El Shabur listened in silence, looked from Merle’s white worn face to Dale’s maddening smile. He had not expected resistance. He had not thought this lovesick girl would try to win back her lover. The man was at the back of it, of course. Had taught her the formula, no doubt. Should he stoop to take up the gage [accept the challenge] to battle — with a woman?


“First time your bluff’s ever been called, eh, Sheykh of the Mist? Are you meditating one of your famous disappearances? Am I trying you a peg too high? It is, of course, a perilous experiment — this trial of will between you and my little cousin!”


The Arab’s white teeth gleamed in St. mocking, mirthless smile. His eyes showed two dark flames that flared up hotly at the taunt.


“You cannot save him. He is mine, my creature, my slave.”


“Not for long, Sheykh El Shabur,” the girl spoke softly.


“Forever,” he suavely corrected her. “And you also put yourself in my hands by this foolish test — which is no test!”


Dale stood watching near the door of the Rest-House. Could this be the child he had known so well, this resolute stern little figure, whose steadfast look never wavered from the Arab’s face? — who spoke to him with authority on which his evil sneering contempt broke like waves on a rock?


“You think that you — a woman, can withstand me? A vain trifling woman, and one, moreover, who is overburdened by lust for my servant as a frail craft by heavy cargo. I will destroy you with your lover.”


“I don’t take your gloomy view of the situation,” Dale interrupted. He watched the other intently from under drooped eyelids, saw that Merle’s fearlessness and his own refusal to be serious were piercing the man’s colossal self-esteem, goading him to accept the challenge to his power. El Shabur felt himself a god on earth. In so far as he was master of himself, he was a god! Dale had never met so disciplined and powerful a will. Few could boast so controlled and obedient an intellect. But he was proud, as the fallen Lucifer was proud!


It was the ultimate weakness of all who dabbled in occult powers. They were forced to take themselves with such profound seriousness that in the end the fine balance of sanity was lost.


Dale continued as if they were discussing a trifling matter that began to bore him. His mouth was so dry that he found difficulty in speaking at all. It was like stroking an asp.


“The point is that I have never seen our young friend take this extraordinary semblance of a — a werewolf. My cousin is, as you remark so emphatically, a woman. Not her fault, and all that, of course! But no doubt she was over-sensitive, imaginative, conjured up that peculiar vision of our absent Gunnar by reason of excessive anxiety.”


“She saw my disobedient servant,” the sheykh’s deep voice rang like steel on an anvil, “undergoing punishment. It was no delusion of the senses.”


“Ah! Good! Excellent! You mean she was not so weak, after all. That’s one up to her, don’t you think? I mean, seeing him as he really was. Rather penetrating, if you take me!”


“She saw what she saw, because it was my design that she should. She is no more than a woman because of it.”


“Ah, I can’t quite agree there.” Dale was persuasive, anxious to prove his point politely. “I’ll bet she didn’t scream or faint. Just trotted home a bit wobbly at the knees, perhaps?”


“She is obstinate, as all women are obstinate.” The sheykh’s lean hands were hidden by flowing sleeves, to Dale’s disgust; but a muscle twitched above the high cheekbone, and the dark fire of his eyes glowed red.


“Since you desire to sacrifice yourself,” the Arab turned to Merle, “Ilbrahaim shall bring you just before sundown to the house.”


“Any objections to my coming along?” Dale spoke as if a supper-party were under discussion. “My interest in magic-ceremonial—”


EI Shabur cut in. “You think to save her from me? Ah, do I not know of your learning, your researches, your study of occult mysteries! It will avail you nothing. No other cabalist has dared what I have dared. I — the High Priest of Melek Taos! Power is mine. No man clothed in flesh can stand against me.”


He seemed, in the dim low-ceilinged room, to fill the place with wind and darkness and the sound of beating wings. Suddenly he was gone. Like a black cloud he was gone.


Dale looked after him for long tense minutes. “No man clothed in flesh,” he quoted reflectively. “And there’s quite a lot of clothing in my case, too.”


•   •   •   •   •


Once more the grim stone house in the outskirts of the city. The cousins stood before it. Ilbrahaim, who had guided them, put a hand before his face in terror.


“Effendi, I go! This is an evil place.” The whites of his eyes glinted between outspread fingers. “An abode of the shaitans!”


He turned, scuttled under a low archway. They heard the agitated clap-clap of his heelless slippers on hard-baked earth. Then silence closed round about them. They stood in the warm glow of approaching sunset.


Merle looked at the western sky and the great globe that was remorselessly bringing day to a close. Dale studied her grave, set face. He hoped against hope that she might even now turn back. Her eyes were on the round red sun as it sank.


He too stared as if hypnotized. If he could hold it — stop its slow fatal moving on … on…. It was drawing Merle’s life with it. It was vanishing into darkness and night. Merle too would vanish into darkness … into awful night….


She turned and smiled at him. The glory of the sky touched her pale face with fire. Her eyes shone solemn and clear as altar lamps. He gave one last glance at the lovely earth and sky and glorious indifferent sun, then opened the low door for Merle to pass.


Gunnar, in the upper room, stood by the narrow slit of his solitary window, more gaunt, more shadowy than yesterday. He saw Merle, rushed across to her, pushed her violently back across the threshold.


“I will not have it! This monstrous sacrifice! Take her away — at once. Go! I refuse it. Take her away!”


He thrust her back into Dale’s arms, tried to close the door in their faces. Once more a faint hope of rescuing Merle at the eleventh hour rose in Dale’s mind. But the door was flung wide. El Shabur confronted them, led them into the room, imperiously motioned Gunnar aside.


“Ya! Now is it too late to turn back. My hour is come. My power is upon me. Let Melek Taos claim his own!”


Merle went over to Gunnar, took his hand in hers, looked up into his gray face with the same look of shining inner exaltation Dale had seen as they lingered at the outer door.


“Yes, it is too late now to turn back,” she affirmed. “For this last time you must endure your agony. The last time, Gunnar — my beloved. It shall swiftly pass to me. Can I not bear for a brief moment what you have borne so long? Through my soul and body this devil that possesses you shall pass to El Shabur, who created it. Endure for my sake, as I for yours.”


“No! No! You cannot guess the agony — the torture—”


Dale sprang forward at her gesture, and drew about them a circle with oil poured from a long-necked phial. Instantly the two were shut within a barrier of fire, blue as wood-hyacinths, that rose in curving, swaying, lovely pillars to the ceiling, transforming the gray salt mud to a night-sky lit with stars.


“Ya gomâny! O mine enemy!” El Shabur’s deep voice held sudden anguish. “Is it thou? Through all the years thy coming has been known to me, yet till now I knew thee not. Who taught thee such power as this?”


He strode to the fiery circle, put out a hand, drew it back scorched and blackened to the bone. He turned in savage menace. Dale’s hand flashed, poured oil in a swift practiced fling about El Shabur’s feet and touched it to leaping flame.


Within this second ring the Arab stood upright. His voice boomed out like a great metal gong.


“Melek Taos! Melek Taos! Have I not served thee truly? Give aid — give aid! Ruler of Wind and Stars and Fire! I am held in chains!”


Dale breathed in suffocating gasps, He was cold to the marrow of his bones. He lost all sense of time — of space. He was hanging somewhere in the vast gulf of eternity. Hell battled for dominion in earth and sea and sky.


“To me, Abeor! Aberer! Chavajoth! Aid — give aid!” Again the great voice called upon his demon-gods.


A sudden shock made the room quiver. Dale saw that the fires grew pale. “Was I too soon? Too soon?” he asked himself in agony. “If the oil burns out before sundown—”


There was a crash. On every hand the solid ancient walls were riven. Up — up leaped the blue fiery pillars.


A shout of awful appeal. “Melek Taos! Master! Give aid!”


With almost blinded eyes, Dale saw Gunnar drop at Merle’s feet, saw in his stead a wolf-shape crouching, saw her stoop to it, kneel, kiss the great beast between the eyes, heard her clear, steady voice repeat the words of power, saw the flames sink and leap again.


The issue was joined. Now! Now! God or Demon! The Arab, devil-possessed, calling on his gods. Merle, fearless before the onrush of his malice. Hate, cruel as the grave. Love, stronger than death.


Dale’s breath tore him. Cold! Cold! Cold to the blood in his veins! God! it was upon her!


Gunnar stood in his own body, staring with wild eyes at the beast which brushed against his knee. He collapsed beside it, blind and deaf to further agony.


And still El Shabur’s will was undefeated. Still beside the unconscious Gunnar stood a wolf, its head flung up, its yellow lambent eyes fixed, remote, suffering.


Again Dale felt himself a tiny point of conscious life swung in the womb of time. Again the forces that bear up the earth, sun, moon, and stars were caught in chaos and destruction. Again he heard the roar of fire and flood and winds that drive the seas before them. Through all the tumult there rang a voice, rallying hell’s legions, waking old dark gods, calling from planet to planet, from star to star, calling for aid!


Dale knew himself on earth again. Stillness was about him. In a dim and dusty room he saw Merle and Gunnar, handfast, looking into each other’s eyes. About their feet a little trail of fire ran — blue as a border of gentian.


Another circle showed, its fires dead, black ash upon the dusty ground. Across it sprawled a body, its burnoose charred and smoldering. Servant of Melek Taos. Victim of his own dark spells. El Shabur destroyed by the demon that had tormented Gunnar. Driven forth, homeless, it returned to him who had created it.
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— I —

 THE KILLER IN THE DARK


Egyptian darkness! The phrase is too vivid for complete comfort, suggesting not only blackness, but unseen things lurking in that blackness; things that skulk in the deep shadows and shun the light of day; slinking figures that prowl beyond the edge of normal life.


Some such thoughts flitted vaguely through my mind that night as I groped along the narrow trail that wound through the deep pinelands. Such thoughts are likely to keep company with any man who dares invade, in the night, that lonely stretch of densely timbered river-country which the black people call Egypt, for some obscurely racial reason.


There is no blackness this side of Hell’s unlighted abyss as absolute as the blackness of the pine woods. The trail was but a half-guessed trace winding between walls of solid ebony. I followed it as much by the instincts of the piney woods dweller as by the guidance of the external senses. I went as hurriedly as I dared, but stealth was mingled with my haste, and my ears were whetted to knife-edge alertness. This caution did not spring from the uncanny speculations roused by the darkness and silence. I had good, material reason to be wary. Ghosts might roam the pinelands with gaping, bloody throats and cannibalistic hunger as the Negroes maintained, but it was no ghost I feared. I listened for the snap of a twig under a great, splay foot, for any sound that would presage murder striking from the black shadows. The creature which, I feared, haunted Egypt was more to be dreaded than any gibbering phantom. That morning the worst Negro desperado in that part of the state had broken from the clutches of the law, leaving a ghastly toll of dead behind him. Down along the river, bloodhounds were baying through the brush and hard-eyed men with rifles were beating up the thickets.


They were seeking him in the fastnesses near the scattered black settlements, knowing that a Negro seeks his own kind in his extremity. But I knew Tope Braxton better than they did; I knew he deviated from the general type of his race. He was unbelievably primitive, atavistic enough to plunge into uninhabited wilderness and live like a blood-mad gorilla in solitude that would have terrified and daunted a more normal member of his race.


So while the hunt flowed away in another direction, I rode toward Egypt, alone. But it was not altogether to look for Tope Braxton that I plunged into that isolated fastness. My mission was one of warning, rather than search. Deep in the mazy pine labyrinth, a white man and his servant lived alone, and it was the duty of any man to warn them that a red-handed killer might be skulking about their cabin.


I was foolish, perhaps, to be traveling on foot; but men who wear the name of Garfield are not in the habit of turning back on a task once attempted. When my horse unexpectedly went lame, I left him at one of the Negro cabins which fringe the edge of Egypt, and went on afoot. Night overtook me on the path, and I intended remaining until morning with the man I was going to warn — Richard Brent. He was a taciturn recluse, suspicious and peculiar, but he could scarcely refuse to put me up for the night. He was a mysterious figure; why he chose to hide himself in a southern pine forest none knew. He had been living in an old cabin in the heart of Egypt for about six months.


Suddenly, as I forged through the darkness, my speculations regarding the mysterious recluse were cut short, wiped clear out of my mind. I stopped dead, the nerves tingling in the skin on the backs of my hands. A sudden shriek in the dark has that effect, and this scream was edged with agony and terror. It came from somewhere ahead of me. Breathless silence followed that cry, a silence in which the forest seemed to hold its breath and the darkness shut in more blackly still.


Again the scream was repeated, this time closer. Then I heard the pound of bare feet along the trail, and a form hurled itself at me out of the darkness. My revolver was in my hand, and I instinctively thrust it out to fend the creature off. The only thing that kept me from pulling the trigger was the noise the object was making — gasping, sobbing noises of fear and pain. It was a man, and direly stricken. He blundered full into me, shrieked again, and fell sprawling, slobbering and yammering.


“Oh, my God, save me! Oh, God have mercy on me!”


“What the devil is it?” I demanded, my hair stirring on my scalp at the poignant agony in the gibbering voice.


The wretch recognized my voice; he clawed at my knees.


“Oh, Mas’ Kirby, don’ let him tetch me! He’s done killed my body, and now he wants my soul! It’s me — po’ Jim Tike. Don’ let him git me!”


I struck a match, and stood staring in amazement, while the match burned down to my fingers. A black man grovelled in the dust before me, his eyes rolling up whitely. I knew him well — one of the Negroes who lived in their tiny log cabins along the fringe of Egypt. He was spotted and splashed with blood, and I believed he was mortally wounded. Only abnormal energy rising from frenzied panic could have enabled him to run as far as he had. Blood jetted from torn veins and arteries in breast, shoulder and neck, and the wounds were ghastly to see, great ragged tears, that were never made by bullet or knife. One ear had been torn from his head, and hung loose, with a great piece of flesh from the angle of his jaw and neck, as if some gigantic beast had ripped it out with his fangs.


“What in God’s name did this?” I ejaculated as the match went out, and he became merely an indistinct blob in the darkness below me. “A bear?” Even as I spoke I knew that no bear had been seen in Egypt for thirty years.


“He done it!” The thick, sobbing mumble welled up through the dark. “De white man dat come by my cabin and ask me to guide him to Mistuh Brent’s house. He said he had a tooth-ache, so he had his head bandaged; but de bandages slipped and I seen his face — he killed me for seein’ him.”


“You mean he set dogs on you?” I demanded, for his wounds were such as I have seen on animals worried by vicious hounds.


“No, suh,” whimpered the ebbing voice. “He done it hisself — aaaggghhh!”


The mumble broke in a shriek as he twisted his head, barely visible in the gloom, and stared back the way he had come. Death must have struck him in the midst of that scream, for it broke short at the highest note. He flopped convulsively once, like a dog hit by a truck, and then lay still. I strained my eyes into the darkness, and made out a vague shape a few yards away in the trail. It was erect and tall as a man; it made no sound. I opened my mouth to challenge the unknown visitant, but no sound came. An indescribable chill flowed over me, freezing my tongue to my palate. It was fear, primitive and unreasoning, and even while I stood paralyzed I could not understand it, could not guess why that silent, motionless figure, sinister as it was, should rouse such instinctive dread.


Then suddenly the figure moved quickly toward me, and I found my voice. “Who comes there?”


No answer; but the form came on in a rush, and as I groped for a match, it was almost upon me. I struck the match — with a ferocious snarl the figure hurled itself against me, the match was struck from my hand and extinguished, and I felt a sharp pain on the side of my neck. My gun exploded almost involuntarily and without aim, and its flash dazzled me, obscuring rather than revealing the tall man-like figure that struck at me; then with a crashing rush through the trees my assailant was gone, and I staggered alone on the forest trail. Swearing angrily, I felt for another match. Blood was trickling down my shoulder, soaking through my shirt. When I struck the match and investigated, another chill swept down my spine. My shirt was torn and the flesh beneath slightly cut; the wound was little more than a scratch, but the thing that roused nameless fear in my mind was the fact that the wound was similar to those on poor Jim Tike.





— II —

 “DEAD MEN WITH TORN THROATS!”


Jim Tike was dead, lying face down in a pool of his own blood, his red-dabbled limbs sprawling drunkenly. I stared uneasily at the surrounding forest that hid the thing that had killed him. That it was a man I knew; the outline, in the brief light of the match, had been vague, but unmistakably human. But what sort of a weapon could make a wound like the merciless champing of great bestial teeth? I shook my head, recalling the ingenuity of mankind in the creation of implements of slaughter, and considered a more acute problem. Should I risk my life further by continuing upon my course, or should I return to the outer world and bring in men and dogs, to carry out poor Jim Tike’s corpse, and hunt down his murderer?


I did not waste much time in indecision. I had set out to perform a task. If a murderous criminal besides Tope Braxton were abroad in the piney woods, there was all the more reason for warning the men in that lonely cabin. As for my own danger, I was already more than halfway to the cabin. It would scarcely be more dangerous to advance than to retreat. If I did turn back, and escape from Egypt alive, before I could rouse a posse, anything might happen in that isolated cabin under the black trees.


So I left Jim Tike’s body there in the trail, and went on, gun in hand, and nerves sharpened by the new peril. That visitant had not been Tope Braxton. I had the dead man’s word for it that the attacker was a mysterious white man; the glimpse I had had of the figure had confirmed the fact that he was not Tope Braxton. I would have known that squat, apish body even in the dark. This man was tall and spare, and the mere recollection of that gaunt figure made me shiver, unreasoningly.


It is no pleasant experience to walk along a black forest trail with only the stars glinting through the dense branches, and the knowledge that a ruthless murderer is lurking near, perhaps within arm’s length in the concealing darkness. The recollection of the butchered black man burned vividly in my brain. Sweat beaded my face and hands, and I wheeled a score of times, glaring into the blackness where my ears had caught the rustle of leaves or the breaking of a twig — how could I know whether the sounds were but the natural noises of the forest, or the stealthy movements of the killer? Once I stopped, with an eery crawling of my skin, as far away, through the black trees, I glimpsed a faint, lurid glow. It was not stationary; it moved, but it was too far away for me to make out the source. With my hair prickling unpleasantly I waited, for I knew not what; but presently the mysterious glow vanished, and so keyed up I was to unnatural happenings, that it was only then that I realized the light might well have been made by a man walking with a pine-knot torch. I hurried on, cursing myself for my fears, the more baffling because they were so nebulous. Peril was no stranger to me in that land of feud and violence where century-old hates still smouldered down the generations. Threat of bullet or knife openly or from ambush had never shaken my nerves before; but I knew now that I was afraid — afraid of something I could not understand, or explain.


I sighed with relief when I saw Richard Brent’s light gleaming through the pines, but I did not relax my vigilance. Many a man, danger-dogged, has been struck down at the very threshold of safety. Knocking on the door, I stood sidewise, peering into the shadows that ringed the tiny clearing and seemed to repel the faint light from the shuttered windows.


“Who’s there?” came a deep harsh voice from within. “Is that you, Ashley?”


“No; it’s me — Kirby Garfield. Open the door.”


The upper half of the door swung inward, and Richard Brent’s head and shoulders were framed in the opening. The light behind him left most of his face in shadow, but could not obscure the harsh gaunt lines of his features nor the gleam of the bleak gray eyes.


“What do you want, at this time of night?” he demanded, with his usual brusqueness.


I replied shortly, for I did not like the man; courtesy in our part of the country is an obligation no gentleman thinks of shirking.


“I came to tell you that it’s very likely that a dangerous Negro is prowling in your vicinity. Tope Braxton killed Constable Joe Sorley and a Negro trusty, and broke out of jail this morning. I think he took refuge in Egypt. I thought you ought to be warned.”


“Well, you’ve warned me,” he snapped, in his short-clipped Eastern accent. “Why don’t you be off?”


“Because I have no intention of going back through those woods tonight,” I answered angrily. “I came in here to warn you, not because of any love of you, but simply because you’re a white man. The least you can do is to let me put up in your cabin until morning. All I ask is a pallet on the floor; you don’t even have to feed me.”


That last was an insult I could not withhold, in my resentment; at least in the piney woods it is considered an insult. But Richard Brent ignored my thrust at his penuriousness and discourtesy. He scowled at me. I could not see his hands.


“Did you see Ashley anywhere along the trail?” he asked finally. Ashley was his servant, a saturnine figure as taciturn as his master, who drove into the distant river village once a month for supplies.


“No; he might have been in town, and left after I did.”


“I guess I’ll have to let you in,” he muttered, grudgingly.


“Well, hurry up,” I requested. “I’ve got a gash in my shoulder I want to wash and dress. Tope Braxton isn’t the only killer abroad tonight.”


At that he halted in his fumbling at the lower door, and his expression changed.


“What do you mean?”


“There’s a dead nigger a mile or so up the trail. The man who killed him tried to kill me. He may be after you, for all I know. The nigger he killed was guiding him here.”


Richard Brent started violently, and his face went livid.


“Who — what do you mean?” His voice cracked, unexpectedly falsetto. “What man?”


“I don’t know. A fellow who manages to rip his victims like a hound—”


“A hound!” The words burst out in a scream. The change in Brent was hideous. His eyes seemed starting from his head; his hair stood up stiffly on his scalp, and his skin was the hue of ashes. His lips drew back from his teeth in a grin of sheer terror.


He gagged and then found voice.


“Get out!” he choked. “I see it, now! I know why you wanted to get into my house! You bloody devil! He sent you! You’re his spy! Go!” The last was a scream and his hands rose above the lower half of the door at last. I stared into the gaping muzzles of a sawed-off shotgun. “Go, before I kill you!”


I stepped back off the stoop, my skin crawling at the thought of a close-range blast from that murderous implement of destruction. The black muzzles and the livid, convulsed face behind them promised sudden demolition.


“You cursed fool!” I growled, courting disaster in my anger. “Be careful with that thing. I’m going. I’d rather take a chance with a murderer than a madman.”


Brent made no reply; panting and shivering like a man smitten with ague, he crouched over his shotgun and watched me as I turned and strode across the clearing. Where the trees began I could have wheeled and shot him down without much danger, for my .45 would out-range his shortened scatter-gun. But I had come there to warn the fool, not to kill him.


The upper door slammed as I strode in under the trees, and the stream of light was cut abruptly off. I drew my gun and plunged into the shadowy trail, my ears whetted again for sounds under the black branches.


My thoughts reverted to Richard Brent. It was surely no friend who had sought guidance to his cabin! The man’s frantic fear had bordered on insanity. I wondered if it had been to escape this man that Brent had exiled himself in this lonely stretch of pinelands and river. Surely it had been to escape something that he had come; for he never concealed his hatred of the country nor his contempt for the native people, white and black. But I had never believed that he was a criminal, hiding from the law.


The light fell away behind me, vanished among the black trees. A curious, chill, sinking feeling obsessed me, as if the disappearance of that light, hostile as was its source, had severed the only link that connected this nightmarish adventure with the world of sanity and humanity. Grimly taking hold of my nerves, I strode on up the trail. But I had not gone far when again I halted.


This time it was the unmistakable sound of horses running; the rumble of wheels mingled with the pounding of hoofs. Who would be coming along that nighted trail in a rig but Ashley? But instantly I realized that the team was headed in the other direction. The sound receded rapidly, and soon became only a distant blur of noise.


I quickened my pace, much puzzled, and presently I heard hurried, stumbling footsteps ahead of me, and a quick, breathless panting that seemed indicative of panic. I distinguished the footsteps of two people, though I could see nothing in the intense darkness. At that point the branches interlaced over the trail, forming a black arch through which not even the stars gleamed.


“Ho, there!” I called cautiously. “Who are you?”


Instantly the sounds ceased abruptly, and I could picture two shadowy figures standing tensely still, with bated breath.


“Who’s there?” I repeated. “Don’t be afraid. It’s me — Kirby Garfield.”


“Stand where you are!” came a hard voice I recognized as Ashley’s. “You sound like Garfield — but I want to be sure. If you move you’ll get a slug through you.”


There was a scratching sound and a tiny flame leaped up. A human hand was etched in its glow, and behind it the square, hard face of Ashley peering in my direction. A pistol in his other hand caught the glint of the fire; and on that arm rested another hand — a slim, white hand, with a jewel sparkling on one finger. Dimly I made out the slender figure of a woman; her face was like a pale blossom in the gloom.


“Yes, it’s you, all right,” Ashley grunted. “What are you doing here?”


“I came to warn Brent about Tope Braxton,” I answered shortly; I do not relish being called on to account for my actions to anybody. “You’ve heard about it, naturally. If I’d known you were in town, it would have saved me a trip. What are you-all doing on foot?”


“Our horses ran away a short distance back,” he answered. “There was a dead Negro in the trail. But that’s not what frightened the horses. When we got out to investigate, they snorted and wheeled and bolted with the rig. We had to come on on foot. It’s been a pretty nasty experience. From the looks of the Negro I judge a pack of wolves killed him, and the scent frightened the horses. We’ve been expecting an attack any minute.”


“Wolves don’t hunt in packs and drag down human beings in these woods. It was a man that killed Jim Tike.”


In the waning glow of the match Ashley stood staring at me in amazement, and then I saw the astonishment ebb from his countenance and horror grow there. Slowly his color ebbed, leaving his bronzed face as ashy as that of his master had been. The match went out, and we stood silent.


“Well,” I said impatiently, “speak up, man! Who’s the lady with you?”


“She’s Mr. Brent’s niece.” The answer came tonelessly through dry lips.


“I am Gloria Brent!” she exclaimed in a voice whose cultured accent was not lost in the fear that caused it to tremble. “Uncle Richard wired for me to come to him at once—”


“I’ve seen the wire,” Ashley muttered. “You showed it to me. But I don’t know how he sent it. He hasn’t been to the village, to my knowledge, in months.”


“I came on from New York as fast as I could!” she exclaimed. “I can’t understand why the telegram was sent to me, instead of to somebody else in the family—”


“You were always your uncle’s favorite, Miss,” said Ashley.


“Well, when I got off the boat at the village just before nightfall, I found Ashley, just getting ready to drive home. He was surprised to see me, but of course he brought me on out; and then — that — that dead man—”


She seemed considerably shaken by the experience. It was obvious that she had been raised in a very refined and sheltered atmosphere. If she had been born in the piney woods, as I was, the sight of a dead man, white or black, would not have been an uncommon phenomenon to her.


“The — the dead man—” she stammered, and then she was answered most hideously. From the black woods beside the trail rose a shriek of blood-curdling laughter. Slavering, mouthing sounds followed it, so strange and garbled that at first I did not recognize them as human words. Their unhuman intonations sent a chill down my spine.


“Dead men!” the inhuman voice chanted. “Dead men with torn throats! There will be dead men among the pines before dawn! Dead men! Fools, you are all dead!”


Ashley and I both fired in the direction of the voice, and in the crashing reverberations of our shots the ghastly chant was drowned. But the weird laugh rang out again, deeper in the woods, and then silence closed down like a black fog, in which I heard the semi-hysterical gasping of the girl. She had released Ashley and was clinging frantically to me. I could feel the quivering of her lithe body against mine. Probably she had merely followed her feminine instinct to seek refuge with the strongest; the light of the match had shown her that I was a bigger man than Ashley.


“Hurry, for God’s sake!” Ashley’s voice sounded strangled. “It can’t be far to the cabin. Hurry! You’ll come with us, Mr. Garfield?”


“What was it?” the girl was panting. “Oh, what was it?”


“A madman, I think,” I answered, tucking her trembling little hand under my left arm. But at the back of my mind was whispering the grisly realization that no madman ever had a voice like that. It sounded — God! — it sounded like some bestial creature speaking with human words, but not with a human tongue!


“Get on the other side of Miss Brent, Ashley,” I directed. “Keep as far from the trees as you can. If anything moves on that side, shoot first and ask questions later. I’ll do the same on this side. Now come on!”


He made no reply as he complied; his fright seemed deeper than that of the girl; his breath came in shuddering gasps. The trail seemed endless, the darkness abysmal. Fear stalked along the trail on either hand, and slunk grinning at our backs. My flesh crawled with the thought of a demoniacal clawed and fanged thing hurling itself upon my shoulders.


The girl’s little feet scarcely touched the ground, as we almost carried her between us. Ashley was almost as tall as I, though not so heavy, and was strongly made.


Ahead of us a light glimmered between the trees at last, and a gusty sigh of relief burst from his lips. He increased his pace until we were almost running.


“The cabin at last, thank God!” he gasped, as we plunged out of the trees.


“Hail your employer, Ashley,” I grunted. “He’s driven me off with a gun once tonight. I don’t want to be shot by the old—” I stopped, remembering the girl.


“Mr. Brent!” shouted Ashley. “Mr. Brent! Open the door quick! It’s me — Ashley!”


Instantly light flooded from the door as the upper half was drawn back, and Brent peered out, shotgun in hand, blinking into the darkness.


“Hurry and get in!” Panic still thrummed in his voice. Then: “Who’s that standing beside you?” he shouted furiously.


“Mr. Garfield and your niece, Miss Gloria.”


“Uncle Richard!” she cried, her voice catching in a sob. Pulling loose from us, she ran forward and threw her lithe body half-over the lower door, throwing her arms around his neck. “Uncle Richard, I’m so afraid! What does this all mean?”


He seemed thunderstruck.


“Gloria!” he repeated. “What in heaven’s name are you doing here?”


“Why, you sent for me!” She fumbled out a crumpled yellow telegraph form. “See? You said for me to come at once!”


He went livid again.


“I never sent that, Gloria! Good God, why should I drag you into my particular hell? There’s something devilish here. Come in — come in quickly!”


He jerked open the door and pulled her inside, never relinquishing the shotgun. He seemed to fumble in a daze. Ashley shouldered in after her, and exclaimed to me: “Come in, Mr. Garfield! Come in — come in!”


I had made no move to follow them. At the mention of my name, Brent, who seemed to have forgotten my presence, jerked loose from the girl with a choking cry and wheeled, throwing up the shotgun. But this time I was ready for him. My nerves were too much on edge to let me submit to any more bullying. Before he could bring the gun into position, he was looking in the muzzle of my .45.


“Put it down, Brent,” I snapped. “Drop it, before I break your arm. I’m fed up on your idiotic suspicions.”


He hesitated, glaring wildly, and behind him the girl shrank away. I suppose that in the full flood of the light from the doorway I was not a figure to inspire confidence in a young girl, with my frame which is built for strength and not looks, and my dark face, scarred by many a brutal river battle.


“He’s our friend, Mr. Brent,” interposed Ashley. “He helped us, in the woods.”


“He’s a devil!” raved Brent, clinging to his gun, though not trying to lift it. “He came here to murder us! He lied when he said he came to warn us against a black man. What man would be fool enough to come into Egypt at night, just to warn a stranger? My God, has he got you both fooled? I tell you, he wears the brand of the hound!”


“Then you know he’s here!” cried Ashley.


“Yes; this fiend told me, trying to worm his way into the house. God, Ashley, he’s tracked us down, in spite of all our cleverness. We have trapped ourselves! In a city, we might buy protection; but here, in this accursed forest, who will hear our cries or come to our aid when the fiend closes in upon us? What fools — what fools we were to think to hide from him in this wilderness!”


“I heard him laugh,” shuddered Ashley. “He taunted us from the bushes in his beast’s voice. I saw the man he killed — ripped and mangled as if by the fangs of Satan himself. What — what are we to do?”


“What can we do except lock ourselves in and fight to the last?” shrieked Brent. His nerves were in frightful shape.


“Please tell me what it is all about?” pleaded the trembling girl.


With a terrible despairing laugh Brent threw out his arm, gesturing toward the black woods beyond the faint light. “A devil in human form is lurking out there!” he exclaimed. “He has tracked me across the world, and has cornered me at last! Do you remember Adam Grimm?”


“The man who went with you to Mongolia five years ago? But he died, you said. You came back without him.”


“I thought he was dead,” muttered Brent. “Listen, I will tell you. Among the black mountains of Inner Mongolia, where no white man had ever penetrated, our expedition was attacked by fanatical devil-worshipers — the black monks of Erlik who dwell in the forgotten and accursed city of Yahlgan. Our guides and servants were killed, and all our stock driven off but one small camel.


“Grimm and I stood them off all day, firing from behind the rocks when they tried to rush us. That night we planned to make a break for it, on the camel that remained to us. But it was evident to me that the beast could not carry us both to safety. One man might have a chance. When darkness fell, I struck Grimm from behind with my gun butt, knocking him senseless. Then I mounted the camel and fled—”


He did not heed the look of sick amazement and abhorrence growing in the girl’s lovely face. Her wide eyes were fixed on her uncle as if she were seeing the real man for the first time, and was stricken by what she saw. He plunged on, too obsessed and engulfed by fear to care or heed what she thought of him. The sight of a soul stripped of its conventional veneer and surface pretense is not always pleasant.


“I broke through the lines of the besiegers and escaped in the night. Grimm, naturally, fell into the hands of the devil-worshipers, and for years I supposed that he was dead. They had the reputation of slaying, by torture, every alien that they captured. Years passed, and I had almost forgotten the episode. Then, seven months ago, I learned that he was alive — was, indeed, back in America, thirsting for my life. The monks had not killed him; through their damnable arts they had altered him. The man is no longer wholly human, but his whole soul is bent on my destruction. To appeal to the police would have been useless; he would have tricked them and wreaked his vengeance in spite of them. I fled from him up and down across the country for more than a month, like a hunted animal, and finally, when I thought I had thrown him off the track, I took refuge in this God-forsaken wilderness, among these barbarians, of whom that man Kirby Garfield is a typical example.”


“You can talk of barbarians!” she flamed, and her scorn would have cut the soul of any man who was not so totally engrossed in his own fears.


She turned to me. “Mr. Garfield, please come in. You must not try to traverse this forest at night, with that fiend at large.”


“No!” shrieked Brent. “Get back from that door, you little fool! Ashley, hold your tongue. I tell you, he is one of Adam Grimm’s creatures! He shall not set foot in this cabin!”


She looked at me, pale, helpless and forlorn, and I pitied her as I despised Richard Brent; she looked so small and bewildered.


“I wouldn’t sleep in your cabin if all the wolves of Hell were howling outside,” I snarled at Brent. “I’m going, and if you shoot me in the back, I’ll kill you before I die. I wouldn’t have come back at all, but the young lady needed my protection. She needs it now, but it’s your privilege to deny her that. Miss Brent,” I said, “if you wish, I’ll come back tomorrow with a buckboard and carry you to the village. You’d better go back to New York.”


“Ashley will take her to the village,” roared Brent, “Damn you, will you go?”


With a sneer that brought the blood purpling his countenance, I turned squarely upon him and strode off. The door banged behind me, and I heard his falsetto voice mingled with the tearful accents of his niece. Poor girl, it must have been like a nightmare to her: to have been snatched out of her sheltered urban life and dropped down in a country strange and primitive to her, among people whose ways seemed incredibly savage and violent, and into a bloody episode of wrong and menace and vengeance. The deep pinelands of the Southwest seem strange and alien enough at any time to the average Eastern city-dweller; and added to their gloomy mystery and primordial wildness was this grim phantom out of an unsuspected past, like the figment of a nightmare.


I turned squarely about, stood motionless in the black trail, staring back at the pinpoint of light which still winked through the trees. Peril hovered over the cabin in that tiny clearing, and it was no part of a white man to leave that girl with the protection of none but her half-lunatic uncle and his servant. Ashley looked like a fighter. But Brent was an unpredictable quantity. I believed he was tinged with madness. His insane rages and equally insane suspicions seemed to indicate as much. I had no sympathy for him. A man who would sacrifice his friend to save his own life deserves death. But evidently Grimm was mad. His slaughter of Jim Tike suggested homicidal insanity. Poor Jim Tike had never wronged him. I would have killed Grimm for that murder, alone, if I had had the opportunity. And I did not intend that the girl should suffer for the sins of her uncle. If Brent had not sent that telegram, as he swore, then it looked much as if she had been summoned for a sinister purpose. Who but Grimm himself would have summoned her, to share the doom he planned for Richard Brent?


Turning, I strode back down the trail. If I could not enter the cabin, I could at least lurk in the shadows ready at hand if my help was needed. A few moments later I was under the fringe of trees that ringed the clearing. Light still shone through the cracks in the shutters, and at one place a portion of the windowpane was visible. And even as I looked, this pane was shattered, as if something had been hurled through it. Instantly the night was split by a sheet of flame that burst in a blinding flash out of the doors and windows and chimney of the cabin. For one infinitesimal instant I saw the cabin limned blackly against the tongues of flame that flashed from it. With the flash came the thought that the cabin had been blown up — but no sound accompanied the explosion.


Even while the blaze was still in my eyes, another explosion filled the universe with blinding sparks, and this one was accompanied by a thunderous reverberation. Consciousness was blotted out too suddenly for me to know that I had been struck on the head from behind, terrifically and without warning.





— III —

 BLACK HANDS


A flickering light was the first thing that impressed itself upon my awakening faculties. I blinked, shook my head, came suddenly fully awake. I was lying on my back in a small glade, walled by towering black trees which fitfully reflected the uncertain light that emanated from a torch stuck upright in the earth near me. My head throbbed, and blood clotted my scalp; my hands were fastened together before me by a pair of handcuffs. My clothes were torn and my skin scratched as if I had been dragged brutally through the brush. A huge black shape squatted over me — a black man of medium height but of gigantic breadth and thickness, clad only in ragged, muddy breeches — Tope Braxton. He held a gun in each hand, and alternately aimed first one and then the other at me, squinting along the barrel. One pistol was mine; the other had once belonged to the constable that Braxton had brained.


I lay silent for a moment, studying the play of the torchlight on the great black torso. His huge body gleamed shiny ebony or dull bronze as the light flickered. He was like a shape from the abyss whence mankind crawled ages ago. His primitive ferocity was reflected in the bulging knots of muscles that corded his long, massive apish arms, his huge sloping shoulders; above all the bullet-shaped head that jutted forward on a column-like neck. The wide, flat nostrils, murky eyes, thick lips that writhed back from tusk-like teeth — all proclaimed the man’s kinship with the primordial.


“Where the devil do you fit into this nightmare?” I demanded.


He showed his teeth in an ape-like grin.


“I thought it was time you was comin’ to, Kirby Garfield,” he grinned. “I wanted you to come to ’fo’ I kill you, so you know who kill you. Den I go back and watch Mistuh Grimm kill de ol’ man and de gal.”


“What do you mean, you black devil?” I demanded harshly. “Grimm? What do you know about Grimm?”


“I meet him in de deep woods, after he kill Jim Tike. I heah a gun fire and come with a torch to see who — thought maybe somebody after me. I meet Mistuh Grimm.”


“So you were the man I saw with the torch,” I grunted.


“Mistuh Grimm smaht man. He say if I help him kill some folks, he help me git away. He take and throw bomb into de cabin; dat bomb don’t kill dem folks, just paralyze ’em. I watchin’ de trail, and hit you when you come back. Dat man Ashley ain’t plumb paralyze, so Mistuh Grimm, he take and bite out he throat like he done Jim Tike.”


“What do you mean, bite out his throat?” I demanded.


“Mistuh Grimm ain’t a human bein’. He stan’ up and walk like a man, but he part hound, or wolf.”


“You mean a werewolf?” I asked, my scalp prickling.


He grinned. “Yeah, dat’s it. Dey had ’em in de old country.” Then he changed his mood. “I done talk long enough. Gwine blow yo’ brains out now!”


His thick lips froze in a killer’s mirthless grin as he squinted along the barrel of the pistol in his right hand. My whole body went tense, as I sought desperately for a loophole to save my life. My legs were not tied, but my hands were manacled, and a single movement would bring hot lead crashing through my brain. In my desperation I plumbed the depths of black folklore for a dim, all but forgotten superstition.


“These handcuffs belonged to Joe Sorley, didn’t they?” I demanded.


“Uh huh,” he grinned, without ceasing to squint along the sights. “I took ’em ’long with his gun after I beat his head in with window-bar. I thought I might need ’em.”


“Well,” I said, “if you kill me while I’m wearing them, you’re eternally damned! Don’t you know that if you kill a man who’s wearing a cross, his ghost will haunt you forever after?”


He jerked the gun down suddenly, and his grin was replaced by a snarl.


“What you mean, white man?”


“Just what I say. There’s a cross scratched on the inside of one of these cuffs. I’ve seen it a thousand times. Now go ahead and shoot, and I’ll haunt you into Hell.”


“Which cuff?” he snarled, lifting a gun-butt threateningly.


“Find out for yourself,” I sneered. “Go ahead; why don’t you shoot? I hope you’ve had plenty of sleep lately, because I’ll see to it that you never sleep again. In the night, under the trees, you’ll see my face leering at you. You’ll hear my voice in the wind that moans through the cypress branches. When you close your eyes in the dark, you’ll feel my fingers at your throat.”


“Shut up!” he roared, brandishing his pistols. His black skin was tinged with an ashy hue.


“Shut me up — if you dare!” I struggled up to a sitting position, and then fell back cursing. “Damn you, my leg’s broken!”


At that the ashy tinge faded from his ebon skin, and purpose rose in his reddish eyes.


“So yo’ leg’s busted!” He bared his glistening teeth in a beastly grin. “Thought you fell mighty hard, and then I dragged you a right smart piece.”


Laying both pistols on the ground, well out of my reach, he rose and leaned over me, dragging a key out of his breeches pocket. His confidence was justified; for was I not unarmed, helpless with a broken leg? I did not need the manacles. Bending over me he turned the key in the old-fashioned handcuffs and tore them off. And like twin striking snakes my hands shot to his black throat, locked fiercely and dragged him down on top of me.


I had always wondered what would be the outcome of a battle between me and Tope Braxton. One can hardly go about picking fights with black men. But now a fierce joy surged in me, a grim gratification that the question of our relative prowess was to be settled once and for all, with life for the winner and death for the loser.


Even as I gripped him, Braxton realized that I had tricked him into freeing me — that I was no more crippled than he was. Instantly he exploded into a hurricane of ferocity that would have dismembered a lesser man than I. We rolled on the pine-needles, rending and tearing.


Were I penning an elegant romance, I should tell how I vanquished Tope Braxton by a combination of higher intelligence, boxing skill and deft science that defeated his brute strength. But I must stick to facts in this chronicle. Intelligence played little part in that battle. It would have helped me no more than it would help a man in the actual grip of a gorilla. As for artificial skill, Tope would have torn the average boxer or wrestler limb from limb. Man-developed science alone could not have withstood the blinding speed, tigerish ferocity and bone-crushing strength that lurked in Tope Braxton’s terrible thews.


It was like fighting a wild beast, and I met him at his own game. I fought Tope Braxton as the rivermen fight, as savages fight, as bull apes fight. Breast to breast, muscle straining against muscle, iron fist crushing against hard skull, knee driven to groin, teeth slashing sinewy flesh, gouging, tearing, smashing. We both forgot the pistols on the ground; we must have rolled over them half a dozen times. Each of us was aware of only one desire, one blind crimson urge to kill with naked hands, to rend and tear and maul and trample until the other was a motionless mass of bloody flesh and splintered bone.


I do not know how long we fought; time faded into a blood-shot eternity. His fingers were like iron talons that tore the flesh and bruised the bone beneath. My head was swimming from its impacts against the hard ground, and from the pain in my side I knew at least one rib was broken. My whole body was a solid ache and burn of twisted joints and wrenched thews. My garments hung in ribbons, drenched by the blood that sluiced from an ear that had been ripped loose from my head. But if I was taking terrible punishment, I was dealing it too.


The torch had been knocked down and kicked aside, but it still smouldered fitfully, lending a lurid dim light to that primordial scene. Its light was not so red as the murder-lust that clouded my dimming eyes.


In a red haze I saw his white teeth gleaming in a grin of agonized effort, his eyes rolling whitely from a mask of blood. I had mauled his face out of all human resemblance; from eyes to waist his black hide was laced with crimson. Sweat slimed us, and our fingers slipped as they gripped. Writhing half-free from his rending clutch, I drove every straining knot of muscle in my body behind my fist that smashed like a mallet against his jaw. There was a crack of bone, an involuntary groan; blood spurted and the broken jaw dropped down. A bloody froth covered the loose lips. Then for the first time those black, tearing fingers faltered; I felt the great body that strained against mine yield and sag. And with a wild-beast sob of gratified ferocity ebbing from my pulped lips, my fingers at last met in his throat.


Down on his back he went, with me on his breast. His failing hands clawed at my wrists, weakly and more weakly. And I strangled him, slowly, with no trick of jujitsu or wrestling, but with sheer brute strength, bending his head back and back between its shoulders until the thick neck snapped like a rotten branch. In that drunkenness of battle, I did not know when he died, did not know that it was death that had at last melted the iron thews of the body beneath me. Reeling up numbly, I dazedly stamped on his breast and head until the bones gave way under my heels, before I realized that Tope Braxton was dead.


Then I would have fallen and lapsed into insensibility, but for the dizzy realization that my work was not yet ended. Groping with numb hands I found the pistols, and reeled away through the pines, in the direction in which my forest-bred instinct told me the cabin of Richard Brent stood. With each step my tough recuperative powers asserted themselves.


Tope had not dragged me far. Following his jungle instincts, he had merely hauled me off the trail into the deeper woods. A few steps brought me to the trail, and I saw again the light of the cabin gleaming through the pines. Braxton had not been lying then, about the nature of that bomb. At least the soundless explosion had not destroyed the cabin, for it stood as I had seen it last, apparently undamaged. Light poured, as before, from the shuttered windows, but from it came a high-pitched inhuman laughter that froze the blood in my veins. It was the same laughter that had mocked us beside the shadowed trail.





— IV —

 THE HOUND OF SATAN


Crouching in the shadows, I circled the little clearing to reach a side of the cabin which was without a window. In the thick darkness, with no gleam of light to reveal me, I glided out from the trees and approached the building. Near the wall I stumbled over something bulky and yielding, and almost went to my knees, my heart shooting into my throat with the fear of the noise betraying me. But the ghastly laughter still belled horribly from inside the cabin, mingled with the whimpering of a human voice.


It was Ashley I had stumbled over, or rather his body. He lay on his back, staring sightlessly upward, his head lolling back on the red ruin of his neck. His throat had been torn out; from chin to collar it was a great, gaping, ragged wound. His garments were slimy with blood.


Slightly sickened, in spite of my experience with violent deaths, I glided to the cabin wall and sought without success for a crevice between the logs. The laughter had ceased in the cabin and that frightful, unhuman voice was ringing out, making the nerves quiver in the backs of my hands. With the same difficulty that I had experienced before, I made out the words.


“— And so they did not kill me, the black monks of Erlik. They preferred a jest — a delicious jest, from their point of view. Merely to kill me would be too kind; they thought it more humorous to play with me awhile, as cats do with a mouse, and then send me back into the world with a mark I could never erase — the brand of the hound. That’s what they call it. And they did their job well, indeed. None knows better than they how to alter a man. Black magic? Bah! Those devils are the greatest scientists in the world. What little the Western world knows about science has leaked out in little trickles from those black mountains.


“Those devils could conquer the world, if they wanted to. They know things that no modern even dares to guess. They know more about plastic surgery, for instance, than all the scientists of the world put together. They understand glands, as no European or American understands them; they know how to retard or exercise them, so as to produce certain results — God, what results! Look at me! Look, damn you, and go mad!”


I glided about the cabin until I reached a window, and peered through a crack in the shutter.


Richard Brent lay on a divan in a room incongruously richly furnished for that primitive setting. He was bound hand and foot; his face was livid and scarcely human. In his starting eyes was the look of a man who has at last come face to face with ultimate horror. Across the room from him the girl, Gloria, was spread-eagled on a table, held helpless with cords on her wrists and ankles. She was stark naked, her clothing lying in scattered confusion on the floor as if they had been brutally ripped from her. Her head was twisted about as she stared in wide-eyed horror at the tall figure which dominated the scene.


He stood with his back toward the window where I crouched, as he faced Richard Brent. To all appearances this figure was human — the figure of a tall, spare man in dark, close-fitting garments, with a sort of cape hanging from his lean, wide shoulders. But at the sight a strange trembling took hold of me, and I recognized at last the dread I had felt since I first glimpsed that gaunt form on the shadowy trail above the body of poor Jim Tike. There was something unnatural about the figure, something not apparent as he stood there with his back to me, yet an unmistakable suggestion of abnormality; and my feelings were the dread and loathing that normal men naturally feel toward the abnormal.


“They made me the horror I am today, and then drove me forth,” he was yammering in his horrible mouthing voice. “But the change was not made in a day, or a month, or a year! They played with me, as devils play with a screaming soul on the white-hot grids of Hell! Time and again I would have died, in spite of them, but I was upheld by the thought of vengeance! Through the long black years, shot red with torture and agony, I dreamed of the day when I would pay the debt I owed to you, Richard Brent, you spawn of Satan’s vilest gutter!


“So at last the hunt began. When I reached New York I sent you a photograph of my — my face, and a letter detailing what had happened — and what would happen. You fool, did you think you could escape me? Do you think I would have warned you, if I were not sure of my prey? I wanted you to suffer with the knowledge of your doom; to live in terror, to flee and hide like a hunted wolf. You fled and I hunted you, from coast to coast. You did temporarily give me the slip when you came here, but it was inevitable that I should smell you out. When the black monks of Yahlgan gave me this” (his hand seemed to stab at his face, and Richard Brent cried out slobberingly), “they also instilled in my nature something of the spirit of the beast they copied.


“To kill you was not enough. I wished to glut my vengeance to the last shuddering ounce. That is why I sent a telegram to your niece, the one person in the world that you cared for. My plans worked out perfectly — with one exception. The bandages I have worn ever since I left Yahlgan were displaced by a branch and I had to kill the fool who was guiding me to your cabin. No man looks upon my face and lives, except Tope Braxton who is more like an ape than a man, anyway. I fell in with him shortly after I was fired at by the man Garfield, and I took him into my confidence, recognizing a valuable ally. He is too brutish to feel the same horror at my appearance that the other Negro felt. He thinks I am a demon of some sort, but so long as I am not hostile toward him, he sees no reason why he should not ally himself with me.


“It was fortunate I took him in, for it was he who struck down Garfield as he was returning. I would have already killed Garfield myself, but he was too strong, too handy with his gun. You might have learned a lesson from these people, Richard Brent. They live hardily and violently, and they are tough and dangerous as timber wolves. But you — you are soft and over-civilized. You will die far too easily. I wish you were as hard as Garfield was. I would like to keep you alive for days, to suffer.


“I gave Garfield a chance to get away, but the fool came back and had to be dealt with. That bomb I threw through the window would have had little effect upon him. It contained one of the chemical secrets I managed to learn in Mongolia, but it is effective only in relation to the bodily strength of the victim. It was enough to knock out a girl and a soft, pampered degenerate like you. But Ashley was able to stagger out of the cabin and would quickly have regained his full powers, if I had not come upon him and put him beyond power of harm.”


Brent lifted a moaning cry. There was no intelligence in his eyes, only a ghastly fear. Foam flew from his lips. He was mad — mad as the fearful being that posed and yammered in that room of horror. Only the girl, writhing pitifully on that ebony table, was sane. All else was madness and nightmare. And suddenly complete delirium overcame Adam Grimm, and the laboring monotones shattered in a heart-stopping scream.


“First the girl!” shrieked Adam Grimm — or the thing that had been Adam Grimm. “The girl — to be slain as I have seen women slain in Mongolia — to be skinned alive, slowly — oh, so slowly! She shall bleed to make you suffer, Richard Brent — suffer as I suffered in black Yahlgan! She shall not die until there is no longer an inch of skin left on her body below her neck! Watch me flay your beloved niece, Richard Brent!”


I do not believe Richard Brent comprehended. He was beyond understanding anything. He yammered gibberish, tossing his head from side to side, spattering foam from his livid, working lips. I was lifting a revolver, but just then Adam Grimm whirled, and the sight of his face froze me into paralysis. What unguessed masters of nameless science dwell in the black towers of Yahlgan I dare not dream, but surely black sorcery from the pits of Hell went into the remolding of that countenance.


Ears, forehead and eyes were those of an ordinary man; but the nose, mouth and jaws were such as men have not even imagined in nightmares. I find myself unable to find adequate descriptive phrases. They were hideously elongated, like the muzzle of an animal. There was no chin; upper and lower jaws jutted like the jaws of a hound or a wolf, and the teeth, bared by the snarling bestial lips, were gleaming fangs. How those jaws managed to frame human words I cannot guess.


But the change was deeper than superficial appearance. In his eyes, which blazed like coals of Hell’s fire, was a glare that never shone from any human’s eyes, sane or mad. When the black devil-monks of Yahlgan altered Adam Grimm’s face, they wrought a corresponding change in his soul. He was no longer a human being; he was a veritable werewolf, as terrible as any in medieval legend. The thing that had been Adam Grimm rushed toward the girl, a curved skinning-knife gleaming in his hand, and I shook myself out of my daze of horror, and fired through the hole in the shutter. My aim was unerring; I saw the cape jerk to the impact of the slug, and at the crash of the shot the monster staggered and the knife fell from his hand. Then, instantly, he whirled and dashed back across the room toward Richard Brent. With lightning comprehension he realized what had happened, knew he could take only one victim with him, and made his choice instantly.


I do not believe that I can logically be blamed for what happened. I might have smashed that shutter, leaped into the room and grappled with the thing that the monks of Inner Mongolia had made of Adam Grimm. But so swiftly did the monster move that Richard Brent would have died anyway before I could have burst into the room. I did what seemed the only obvious thing — I poured lead through the window into that loping horror as it crossed the room. That should have halted it, should have crashed it down dead on the floor. But Adam Grimm plunged on, heedless of the slugs ripping into him. His vitality was more than human, more than bestial; there was something demoniac about him, invoked by the black arts that made him what he was. No natural creature could have crossed that room under that raking hail of close-range lead. At that distance I could not miss. He reeled at each impact, but he did not fall until I had smashed home the sixth bullet. Then he crawled on, beast-like, on hands and knees, froth and blood dripping from his grinning jaws. Panic swept me. Frantically I snatched the second gun and emptied it into that body that writhed painfully onward, spattering blood at every movement. But all Hell could not keep Adam Grimm from his prey, and death itself shrank from the ghastly determination in that once-human soul.


With twelve bullets in him, literally shot to pieces, his brains oozing from a great hole in his temple, Adam Grimm reached the man on the divan. The misshapen head dipped; a scream gurgled in Richard Brent’s throat as the hideous jaws locked. For a mad instant those two frightful visages seemed to melt together, to my horrified sight — the mad human and the mad inhuman. Then with a wild-beast gesture, Grimm threw up his head, ripping out his enemy’s jugular, and blood deluged both figures. Grimm lifted his head, with his dripping fangs and bloody muzzle, and his lips writhed back in a last peal of ghastly laughter that choked in a rush of blood, as he crumpled and lay still.
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Long, quavering cries of timber wolves keened through the great forest as Len Oakley hurried along a narrow path, staggering slightly. With a stone jug in his left hand, and a Winchester in the crook of his right arm, he was this night going to make Mary Timmons his own, without further delay, wolves or no wolves.


The long-drawn, primitive notes carried an eerie, primitive notes knowing message that made the man’s spine stiffen under his coarse flannel shirt. Those accursed beasts — they had been hemming him in closer and closer since Ruud, that fool of a stepbrother, had gone. Of late they had trailed him for a part of the five miles he walked, early every morning, to the mill where he worked. And they were costing him a fortune in ammunition.


“Damn you, Ruud,” he mumbled, “it’s you what’s a-doin’ this. They’re signalin’ each other again. A-comin’ fer me. And it’s you as is a-sendin’ ’em, damn yer devil’s soul!”


Nearer and nearer the mournful cries broke forth; and he knew that the gray, savage creatures were moving through the trees on their side of him, keeping to cover with careful cunning. But he kept on, legging it along the moonlit trail that led to the log house where Mary Timmons lived. Cursing, he lifted the stone jug to his whisker-stubbled face and gulped a long draught of fiery liquid.


The liquor was making Len Oakley’s brain reel; also his steps, somewhat. Yet the long strides of a born Woodsman carried swiftly over the ground. Every so often his mind’s eye showed him Ruud’s face lurking in a shadow here, in a shadow there — and with that same calmly vengeful look with which it had been stamped when he had last seen him.


“You think as how yer c’n keep me from havin’ Mary,” Len mumbled thickly, “but yer can’t stop me, Ruud Oakley, any more than yer could before!”


Ruud Oakley … Legend said his life had been a strange one since e a r l y childhood. His father and stepmother, burdened with many children, had had little time for any one of them. As a little tot of six, Ruud was wont to wander off and spend. many solitary hours alone among the tall trees of the forest. The day he had brought home a little, fat-stomached wolf pup, which he had freed from a trap, the strangeness had begun.


As soon as the wound in the animal’s left foreleg had healed, no amount of begging from Ruud’s mother, nor beatings from his father, would keep him and‘ the baby wolf from wandering afar from sunup to sundown. About the time that old man Oakley vowed he would put a bullet through the limping little animal, it disappeared. But Ruud would continue to go out into the woods, and sometimes he would not return with the coming of night.


Old man Oakley had gone to search for the six-year-old Ruud, when the boy had been absent for almost two days. With luck, and perhaps partly through the consummate skill of an expert hunter, he had come upon an amazing spectacle.


In a mossy bank, over which the bole of a large tree had fallen, was the entrance to a wolf’s lair. Before the dark hole burrowed under the tree trunk, lay a female wolf. Ruud was feeding from her dugs, along with several of her cubs.


The elder Oakley shrank back among some concealing shrubbery, rifle aimed, watching breathlessly, hoping the air currents would not change and carry his scent to the nostrils of the she-wolf. He dared not shoot, for the boy partly shielded that big gray form. And then, too, a female wolf would become a raging fury if her young were threatened. In fact, as he watched, she growled ever so slightly at young Ruud. She half rose and sniffed suspiciously at the boy, but apparently satisfied with the wolf smell that permeated his sketchy and ragged clothing, she settled back again.


Presently the man in the shrubbery sighed with relief as the mother wolf, shaking the pups free of her dugs, disappeared down the hole. One by one her family followed; the last was Ruud’s limping pet. The boy started off through the woods. His father soon caught him and took him home.


When Ruud grew to manhood he had occasionally been seen, in the distance, speeding through the woods, surrounded by his savage companions — the wolves. And many a hunter, out for the government bounty that wolves’ ears would bring, believed Ruud warned the gray beasts of their danger.


The stepbrothers, Len and Ruud, had often fought bitterly over Mary Timmons, who loved only Ruud. One week ago, he had disappeared. It was believed he had forsaken mankind; even Mary, for a wilderness life, although many said he had taught her to know his gray friends as well as he did.


*****


“Damn his soul!” cursed Len Oakley as he swung along the narrow, winding trail. “The devil’s his master, I say. He cared more for beasts than men. Said they’re more honest. An’ he took Mary out with ’im, too, an’ got her to a-gettin’ like himself.”


Closer and closer the gray beasts of the forest were hemming the path that led to the Timmons’ log house. Len Oakley, now almost running, could hear their nearness. A snapping twig, a short, snuffling grunt, panting breathings; and, farther back, ominous, shortened howls.


He took another long swig from the jug. His eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot as he muttered:


“Damn you, Ruud! Since yer can’t come out an’ fight like a flesh-and-blood man, yer got to use yer devil’s tricks of sendin’ them beasts fer me — eh? Well, I’ll have the girl fer myself, wolves er no wolves. You—”


Then he saw the great wolf with the silver-white markings on its chest — biggest of them all — the leader who had been bringing the pack against him for the past week. Perched high on a rocky boulder that jutted out from the roots of a tall fir tree above the path, it half crouched, eyeing him intently.


Down dropped the stone jug and up came the heavy Winchester. It flamed four times before the leader of the pack leaped away into the shadows, seemingly scornful of the deadly rifle. 


Len Oakley shuddered involuntarily, and eerie, fantastic thoughts worked slowly through his brain; then, shouting words of blasphemous rage, he grabbed the stone jug, drained the last of its contents down his throat and hurled it at the shadows where he had seen the leader vanish. Still swearing, he increased his pace. He had not many shells remaining.


Len Oakley was out of breath after he had circled a dank-smelling quagmire in Owl Hollow and, about a hundred yards farther on, reached the Timmons’ log house. He banged on the door with the butt of his Winchester. A gray, scraggle-haired old woman opened the bark-covered portal.


“Glad yer come, Len Oakley,” she greeted. “Walk in an’ set down. Powerful lonesome, what with the wolves an’ Mary actin’ so strange since Ruud took himself off.”


Oakley grunted, asked: “Strange — how yer mean?” He walked over to the young girl who sat in a rocking-chair by the fireplace. He looked at her with burning eyes. She was bare-legged, dressed in a checkered gingham dress. It bagged in some places; in others it stretched tightly, showing the firm roundings of her body. Silent, she rocked back and forth, staring steadily at a window.


For a. few moments Len Oakley stared moodily at the girl. Deliberately his eyes roved from the plump, unstockinged calves to the small, pear-shaped breasts that were half revealed by the carelessly unbuttoned top of her gingham dress. He took a step toward her, reaching out a hand to jerk her up out of the chair, to crush her in his arms, force her to his will then and there. But the old woman started chattering again, and he checked his movement.


“Strange it is; and yer don’t know what I’ve been a-puttin’ up with,” said the old woman, her voice rising. “That girl never did do nothin’ to earn her keep, what with goin’ off with that hell-damned stepbrother of yourn. Goin’ out with the wolves — like no decent human bein’ — like a witch. That’s it — like a witch!”


“What’s the matter with you, Mary?” Oakley rumbled. The girl said nothing. Monotonously she rocked back and forth, staring toward the window.


“I got to watch her every minute since Ruud took himself off,” the old woman whined. “Twice she tried to kill herself with a kitchen knife. She ain’t et nothin’ these last three days. An’ them wolves! They come around so thick a soul ain’t safe no time. Pa’ll be back from the village, soon, a-bringin’ traps fer the critters. Shells is too expensive.” 


Oakley put his rifle in a corner, then said to the old woman: “Get me somthin’ to drink, Annie Timmons — somethin’ strong. I ain’t a-goin’ to wait no longer. I’m takin’ Mary to the village an’ git us married by Judge Wilkins. He c’n fix it tonight.”


“I’m glad — mighty glad, Len, if you’d take her off my hands. Look at her — a-layin’ around like that. All she does — all day and all night. It’s a queer girl she is. Took this spell — and the wolves started a-howlin’ an’ comin’ around so’s a body ain’t safe. But that Ruud’s a bad one. He’ll be out fer your blood when he sees you two wedded.”


Len Oakley took a long swallow from a crock that old Annie passed to him. He wiped his mouth with the back of a gnarled hand and turned at the sound of Mary’s voice. It was soft, low and monotonous.


“Ruud’ll never see us. I know, I know. He ain’t never comin’ back here.”


Oakley’s eyes narrowed. “Not a-comin’ back?” he said. “Maybe he might be comin’ back — after he’s through fer awhile with them wolves. But if he does, he ain’t a-goin’ to have nothin’ to do about us.”


The three were silent for a moment, and they heard the distant sound of wolves growing nearer and nearer.


“I wish Pa’d hurry back with them traps,” Annie grumbled.


The young girl slowly turned in her chair, her dark eyes lackluster and staring. “Traps…? Who said anythin’ about traps?”


Annie Timmons eyed her daughter fearfully and took a pull at the mouth of the crock. “Course I said traps,” she shrilled. “What you think I said?” Angered, her voice rose still higher. “Traps! Traps to kill them damn beasts with!”


Mary leaped wildly from the rocking-chair, her apathy gone.


“Set still, Mary!” roared Oakley, lunging for the girl.


But she twisted away from his reach and ran out of the house, screaming:


“No, no! No traps! I’ll warn them. I will! I’ll warn him!”


A deep-throated snarl, followed by a ululant howl, suddenly came from nearby. Oakley was halfway out the door, after the running girl, when he caught sight of Annie poking his rifle through a window. He whirled back and knocked the barrel aside as she fired.


“The big wolf — the one that’s always brung the others!” the old woman was screeching. “Shoot him, shoot him — an’ then the others’ll stay away!”


With another hamlike blow of his fist, Len floored her, unconscious. Seizing his rifle, he ran out.


Ahead of him sped the girl, her plump brown calves flashing up and down. As Oakley ran he saw a slowly crimsoning stain spread down the left side of her dress. He drew nearer and could see that Annie’s bullet had hit her in the left shoulder.


That fool of an old Annie Timmons. When he had knocked aside the gun she was aiming at the wolf, the bullet had hit the girl. But the blood coming from her shoulder couldn’t mean a bad wound. For she raced nimbly over the ground, without the slightest falter. The damned accident wouldn’t spoil his bridal night.


On and on raced the girl, straight toward the quagmire.


“Stop, you fool!” he shouted. “Stop! Git away from that quag!”


Mary stopped abruptly and turned to face him. He slowed down to a walk, came on cautiously. The girl’s heels were on the edge of the bank.


“Now, Mary, come like a good girl. Git away from there. Don’t git yourself so worked up. It’s your Len — a-comin’ to take yer away — to git married. Be a good girl, Mary.”


She took several steps forward, away from the bank, and stood motionless. A slow smile came to her lips. Oakley eagerly ran the remaining distance between them. Her arms lifted up halfway. He pulled her to him.


“Now yer actin’ right,” he said as her arms went around his neck. For a moment the two, in close embrace, did not move. Then Mary’s arms jerked down. She yanked hard at the rifle Oakley held in one hand at her back. There was a slopping plop as the Winchester fell into the quagmire and sank from sight.


“Why, you — you hell-cat!” he roared, lunging at her.


But when the man neared her, Mary retreated to the edge of the bank. He was afraid it would crumble under her feet, so he held back.


Before he could speak again, the girl with the bleeding wound in her left shoulder said one word: “Murderer!” Then, after a pause: “You killed him. You murdered Ruud an’ threw him in the quag.”


“What? You — you couldn’t say I killed him. He’s just off in the woods somewheres. You—”


The girl’s cold, eerie-toned voice cut him short. “You did murder him,” she almost whispered. “You wonder how I found out, don’t yer?” Then, more slowly: “Well — I — know.” She turned her head and stared with a strange fixity at the forest.


As if her motion had been a signal, the weird sound of a wolf’s howl wailed out in the night. Oakley shivered slightly and tightened his muscles for a leap at the girl. But the sudden change in her face stopped him.


Her features were contorted in a mask of blazing hatred, lips parted, teeth showing in a way that was wolfish.


“Murderer!” she repeated wildly.


Abruptly the girl wheeled to face the quagmire. Her face again calm, a smile on her lips, as though walking in a deep sleep, she quickly stepped off the bank and began forcing her way out.


Oakley rushed forward, a hand out-thrust to clutch her. The bank began to cave in under his feet. Terror showed on his face and he jerked backward to safety. In another second the girl was beyond reach from the bank.


Barely audibly she murmured: “Ruud — Ruud—”


Shaking with anger, Oakley shook his fist at her and grated: “Go ahead, you fool! You’ll find Ruud down in there — all right. Let ’im have yer — in hell! Damn yer both! Sure, I done ’im in — but nobody seen me do it. Nobody knows but you — an’ now yer goin’ too!”


The girl sank shoulder-deep in the bog, her lips still smiling, as Oakley turned away from the quagmire and glanced furtively about. What he saw made him stagger back in sudden fright. His eyes dilated, his jaw fell.


Before him, and to each side, but a scant two yards off, that gray, silent pack ringed him round — and at his back was the quagmire, silent save for the slopping sound of the girl’s sinking body. Quiet, watching, those great timber beasts sat there on their haunches, their eyes gleaming greenly in the moonlight. Their lips were grinning, drawn back from vicious, shining fangs. The hackles on their broad necks stood up stiffly.


Near the center of the horseshoe circle that they formed, was the huge one with the silver-white markings on its chest. The leader’s teeth were not bared, but he growled slightly, deep in his throat, and the pack closed in on Len Oakley. He shouted and bellowed to Annie Timmons, but there was no reply.


The man’s fight on the edge of the quagmire was desperate and short. He battled furiously with heavy boot and hunting knife. But relentlessly that leaping pack drove him back with slashing fangs, never once allowing their circling formation to be broken. The edge of the bank gave way under his feet, letting him down into the sucking ooze. He tried to claw his way up the bank, out of the mire. He screamed as the flesh of his hands was torn, the bones of his fingers crushed between snapping jaws.


Still madly shouting for help, Oakley attempted to thrash his way out into the bog where a tuft of weeds showed above the surface, hoping that there he might find solid ground. But he sank faster and faster. He saw the wolf pack trot leisurely off into the surrounding woods.


Louder and louder his shrieks knifed through the night, sending terrified implorations to the old woman he had knocked unconscious. Now he was facing the opposite bank. There sat the great leader of the pack gazing at him with a weird and calm intentness, but a few yards away.


As the slime of the bog began to envelope Len Oakley’s whisker-stubbled face, the gliding form of another wolf appeared at the border of the opposite bank. Its gray figure seemed to form from the gray of the very muck near the solid ground so near and yet so far away. As though rising out of the bog which no living creature could conquer, this wolf came.


Len Oakley’s hysterical shrieks rose to crescendos of frightful sound. Dimly his fading senses told him that it was a she-wolf. As though through a misting fog, he saw her go up to the leader and nuzzle him. And he saw the leader bend his majestic head and lick the blood welling from a wound in the she-wolf’s left shoulder.


Just before the quagmire reached Len Oakley’s eyes and cut off his sight, he saw the pair wheel about — glance gravely over their shoulders at him and lope off together into the forest.
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“Art is long, but life is short — and I’m as hungry as the proverbial wolf. If you intend to remain much longer perched up there on that bleak hillside, I’d better see if I can get hold of a tent or something, so that we can camp here permanently!”


My sarcasm was entirely wasted, for it fell upon ears that were, for the time being, deaf. Alan Grantham did not even trouble to glance in my direction. He sat, a dim figure amid the bracken, crouched over his sketching-easel, oblivious of everything save the gorgeous hues of the lingering sunset which he was recording on the canvas before him with feverish but deft strokes of his brush.


Now, artistic enthusiasm is all very well in its way — I can be a bit of an enthusiast myself at a fitting time and place — but I’m afraid I’m not made of the right sort of stuff to indulge in scenic raptures at the end of a long and tiring day in the open air. Even a struggling landscape painter needs food occasionally, and I was hungry as well as tired. Alan and I had been on our way back to the little inn where we had taken up our quarters, when my chum had caught sight of the three conical-roofed towers of the distant Chateau de Josselin starkly outlined against the yellow and crimson of the dying sun. Nothing would satisfy him but that he should get out his traps and make a sketch of it right away.


Thinking that he merely intended to “rough in” a lightning impression with a few broad touches, I had consented. But as the vivid hues of the sunset had become more intense, Alan had become more engrossed, the sketch had become more elaborated — — and I had become more famished and impatient to discover what our good hostess had prepared for supper. Moreover, it was at least five kilometers back to the inn, and the muddy country lanes were none too pleasant to traverse in the dark.


My temper was very near the fraying-point as I knocked my pipe out against the stone on Which I was seated, and rose to my feet.


“Are — you — coming — home?” I roared in a voice which awoke the echoes of the surrounding hills. This time he condescended to look round. 


“In a minute,” he called back. “It’s nearly finished.”


“You don’t say so!” I returned ironically. “But for heaven’s sake don’t rush your precious picture out of consideration for me. Why not wait another few minutes? — then you’ll be able to dash in a moon and a few stars and call the thing a nocturne!”


My friend cut short any further badinage by wiping his palette and brushes and thrusting them into his paint-box. In a few seconds he had rejoined me on the narrow road, carrying the still wet canvas in his hand.


“You won’t begrudge your wait when you see this picture,” he laughed confidently as he held it up for my inspection.


“I’ll admire your daub by daylight,” I told him shortly. “Not being a cat, or an owl, or a mole, I’m not proficient at seeing in the dark — which reminds me that we’ll need all our powers of vision to find our way back to Josselin. The night threatens to be as black as a wolf’s mouth when the last streak of your wonderful sunset has vanished. We had better put our best foot forward or we shall have Madame Boussac sending out search-parties, thinking we have been carried off by the Ankou, the divinity of death which is popularly supposed to wander around the hills and forests at night.”


“Or been devoured by the ghoul pack,” Alan suggested with a smiling nod.


The name had a sinister sound, but I had never heard of it before. I asked Alan what it meant, but he shook his head.


“Oh, just one of the local superstitions,” he shrugged. “The Breton peasantry is one of the most morbidly superstitious races of Europe, and the legend of the ghoul pack is one of their cheery little bedtime stories. I heard some old peasants swapping yams about it round the fire in the common room at the inn. I could only catch a word here and there, for they spoke in the Breton dialect. What I did manage to pick up sounded pretty ghastly — though it was all nonsense, of course. If the people hereabouts believe a tenth part of their own folklore — well, all I can say is that they must live in a constant state of terror after nightfall!”


“They are an honest and kindly folk,” my sense of justice caused me to assert, “though their mentality is a bit on the primitive side.”


“You’re dead right there,” Alan cried with hearty conviction. “For all their veneer of Christianity, the natives of Brittany are pagan to the backbone. They have their wayside shrines and Calvaries, it is true, but they also have their prehistoric Druidical megaliths and dolmens, rude masses of unshaped stone around which queer rites are sometimes enacted on moonlight nights when the parish priest is comfortably snoring in bed. All their superstitions and practices are purely pagan, and some of them date back to the dawn of the very earliest form of civilization. Their firm belief in loups-garous, or werewolves, is but another form of the lycanthropy of the ancient Greeks. It’s curious, by the way, how widespread this particular tradition is. One finds it occurring in Norway, Russia, France, Bavaria — all over Europe, in fact — and in addition we find variants of the legend in Asia, India, Africa and South America. Considering the universality of the belief that human beings are capable of assuming the forms of wild animals, one might be tempted to suspect that there may possibly be a grain of truth in—”


“What’s that?” I cried, suddenly stopping dead and pointing. At this point the road threaded its devious way through a dense forest of towering fir trees. High above our heads the interlacing branches and heavy foliage overhung on either side, shutting out the dim light which still lingered in the rapidly darkening sky, so that our path lay like a faint gray ribbon hemmed in by a sea of impenetrable shadows. In the wall of blackness which lay to the left of the road, at a distance of only a few yards from where we stood, I had caught a glimpse of two eyes which gleamed with the lambent reddish glow that could only emanate from the luminous gaze of some night-prowling beast of prey.


“Look — the eyes!” My voice was jerky with excitement as I grasped my companion’s arm.


“Where?” he demanded, gazing everywhere but in the right direction.


“There!” But even as I spoke, the luminous points were abruptly obscured. Alan Grantham turned and gave me a queer look.


“My dear boy, you’re dreaming! I can’t see a thing that bears the faintest resemblance to an eye. You’ve been thinking about your supper so much that you’ve gone light-headed,” he chaffed gayly. “Are you sure it was eyes you saw, and not a couple of ghostly mince-pies?” His skeptical laugh rang out, cheery and confident. But the next instant it was cut short with the abruptness of a switched radio transmission.


“Holy mackerel!” he muttered under his breath.


A dim gray shape had emerged from the tangled undergrowth which bordered the road and was slowly crossing it slantwise to the shadows on the farther side. So closely did the creature’s neutral coloring blend with the surface of the ground that it was difficult to distinguish its actual shape in that faint light. We sensed, rather than actually saw, that it was long and lean, with a pointed muzzle and upstanding ears.


Neither of us spoke until the thing had crossed the road with silent, unhurried steps and disappeared in the bushes on the other side. Then:


“It’s only a dog,” Alan muttered with what sounded like a sigh of relief. “Whew! the brute gave me quite a scare.”


I let his remark pass without comment, though I was more than a little dubious about its correctness. My fleeting glimpse of the creature had brought to my mind thoughts unpleasantly reminiscent of the frequency with which the wolf occurs in the folk-legends of the district.


“Yes, it was a large Alsatian dog,” my friend repeated. “Must have strayed from some nearby farm.”


I knew well enough that there was not a single house or cottage nearer than the village of Josselin, some five kilometers distant, but I didn’t feel in the humour to waste time in arguing the point.


“Let’s be getting along,” I said.


“Still thinking about your supper?” laughed Alan.


But he was wrong. The prospect of enjoying my own long-delayed meal had suddenly taken a secondary position in my thoughts in face of an uneasy apprehension that the creature skulking in the bushes might have hopes and designs of making its supper 0E me! I was prepared to wager everything I possessed that the thing I had seen was no dog. If it was a wolf — well, I had heard that wolves usually hunted their prey in packs, and if my supposition were correct we would soon have a very definite and convincing confirmation of the fact.


Until that night, one of the greatest attractions of Brittany lay in the fact that the majority of its towns and villages are well off the beaten track of tourists. Josselin, for instance, the village which we had made our headquarters, did not even boast of a single-track railroad connection with the outer world, and it was rare indeed for a stranger to be seen traversing its cobbled streets. Just at that moment, however, I would not have minded if whole trainloads of Cook’s globe-trotters had been flocking around. But, except for ourselves, the road was destitute of a living soul. And it seemed likely to remain so, for it led nowhere in particular, terminating as it did on the summit of a neighboring hill on which stood a gigantic megalith bearing the designation, the “Devil’s Tombstone.”


We had proceeded about a quarter of a mile toward the village, and I was just beginning to hope that my forebodings had been groundless, when the sound of a faint, long-drawn howl, coming apparently from the very depths, of the forest, caused us to quicken our pace.


“Your bow-wow seems to have a pal handy!” I remarked, giving Alan a mirthless grin. “Several pals, in fact,” I added, as the call was answered from various directions. “Perhaps he’s calling in his canine brothers and sisters to come and be patted on the back by two benighted artists!”


“Don’t talk like an ass!” he retorted, “Anyone would think that you don’t believe that they are dogs.”


“Frankly, I don’t,” I told him bluntly.


“Of course they’re dogs,” he answered impatiently. “Dogs howl occasionally, don’t they?”


“Yes — occasionally. But wolves always do so — especially when they’re calling the pack together for a hunt.”


“And whom do you imagine they are going to hunt?” he jeered. “Us!” I answered grimly. “I don’t know what you intend to do, but I’m going to run for the village as fast as I can. What is more, I’m going to dump my easel and paint-box right here in the ditch, so that I can travel faster.”


Alan gave a stubborn grunt, as he shook his head.


“What! — run from a few stray curs—”


He got no further, for at that moment a pandemonium of snarling and howling broke out behind us. Round the bend of the road came a pack of a dozen or so unmistakable wolves. The hunt was up, and we were the quarry!


On they came, with muzzles held close to the track we had traversed. Their eyes gleamed redly as they caught the wan rays of the rising moon, and their long, lean bodies stretched in an easy lope which carried them over the ground at an amazing rate. My heart turned to lead as I watched their swift progress. We might as well have tried to outdistance an express train as hope to escape that tireless four-footed horde by the fleetness of our own feet.


“No use running for it,” I rapped out. “You’ll only exhaust yourself needlessly. If we could find a tree—”


I gazed about me in the hope of finding one up which we could scramble. In vain I looked. The tall, straight trunks offered not the slightest foothold; their jutting branches were hopelessly out of reach.


Still, with our backs against something sold, we might put up some show of resistance against the ravening pack. A large tree trunk — a stone — or—


My eyes, sweeping the hillside in one last despairing search, caught sight of the outline of something which showed a pallid gray in the moonlight. It was the menhir which crowned the hilltop — the solitary mass of unhewn stone known as the Devil’s Tombstone. If we could reach it and clamber up its rough surface, we might contrive to hold the creatures at bay until the dawn drove them back to their lairs in the depths of the woods.


“Up, up!” I pointed wildly as I began to mount the slope. “The Devil’s Tombstone — it’s our only chance of life!”


Then followed a nightmare scramble through briars and bracken, over slippery moss-grown stones and shifting gravel where every upward spring brought down a clattering avalanche of small stones. There was not the slightest semblance of a path, and at any moment we might have found our way blocked by an impassable wall of rock.


I dared not stop to glance behind me, but I heard the chorus of deep-throated growls and yelps Which broke from the pack as we quitted the road and dashed up the hill.


Yet, although we must have been in full view by this time, the wolves did not make straight toward us by the nearest route. True to the instinct of countless generations, their tactics were the tactics of the pack. Hunting by scent rather than by sight, they followed our trail to the very spot where we had left the road, before they commenced to gallop up the hill after us.


Well it was for us that they took the longer route. Had the wolf intelligence been capable of understanding the truth of the twelfth proposition of Euclid, that any two sides of a triangle are greater than the third, they would surely have cut off our retreat. Even as it was, the race seemed fated to end in disaster. A bare dozen yards separated us from the foremost of the pack as we leapt the last of the stunted bushes and began to tear across the clearing which surrounded the ancient pillar of stone.


With a sense of relief which almost amounted to elation I noted that the weather-worn sides of the monolith, though steep, showed signs of fissures which might afford sufficient foothold to enable us to reach its summit, where — for a time, at any rate — we should be safe.


“One more spurt!” I gasped out breathlessly. “Hurrah! We’ll fool the greedy brutes of their supper yet—”


My triumphant shout ended in a groan of dismay. Another wolf — a creature of huge proportions — had emerged from the shadow of the Devil’s Tombstone, and was advancing straight toward us!


Even in that moment of horrified surprise I was struck by the splendid aspect of the beast — though I would have appreciated its points better had a row of stout iron bars intervened between it and me. Although the animal was much larger than I had hitherto though any wolf could be, it was not its mere bulk that called forth my unwilling admiration. Its coat was sleek and glossy, its body plump and well-nourished, and in its eyes there was an expression of understanding almost human. In contrast to the mangy, lean-ribbed, half-famished pack at our heels, the enormous creature stood out like an immaculate dandy amid a concourse of tattered outcasts.


All this passed through my mind in a fraction of the time it takes to tell. I realized it was a time for quick action, though I was at a loss to understand what possible form of action I could take. The only article in my possession resembling a weapon was a short knife with a pliant steel blade, which I used for scraping the paint off my palette. Its point was so blunt and rounded that I usually carried it loose in my pocket; yet it was better than my bare hands in the encounter which now seemed inevitable.


I pulled the knife from my pocket as I ran, wrapping my scarf round my right hand as some protection from the fangs of the advancing beast. Then, with the courage born of despair, I charged straight down on the wolf which stood between us and our stony refuge.


To my utmost surprise the brute swerved aside and avoided us, leaving a clear path to the monolith!


On we raced with undiminished speed, scarcely daring to believe in our good fortune. A few moments later we had scrambled to the top of the ancient stone and lay, panting and exhausted, a good ten feet beyond the reach of the howling and yelping pack below.


Then ensued the most amazing episode of that eventful night. The lone gray wolf, instead of joining the others in their attempts to scale the rock, at once made a savage attack on the rest of the pack. Crouching back on its haunches, with hackles bristling and fangs bared, it suddenly straightened out its splendid body and, with a loud, menacing growl, hurled itself like a thunderbolt of living bone and sinew, straight into their midst.


I held my breath, expecting to see the courageous creature tom to pieces before my eyes. It was one attacking twelve — odds desperate enough to daunt the bravest thing that breathed. Yet the very fury of its onslaught seemed to strike terror to the hearts of the attacked. For a few moments I had a confused vision of a maelstrom of writhing bodies and snapping jaws; then, with what sounded like a simultaneous howl of terror, the whole pack turned tail and raced madly for the shelter of the trees, closely pursued by the solitary but indomitable champion that had routed them.


•   •   •   •   •


A breathless cheer burst from our lips as pursued and pursuer vanished into the brushwood.


“Well, Brer Wolf has certainly done us a good turn this time,” Alan remarked with a laugh that was slightly unsteady. “I suppose it really was a wolf?” he added, glancing at me dubiously.


“What else?” I shrugged.


“It seemed too intelligent, too civilized, if you understand what I mean. It seemed to understand our position and our danger at the first glance, and to do the best thing possible to help us. Now, if it had been a dog, I could understand such a display of friendly intelligence, but — good Lord! who’s this?”


Following the direction of his startled gaze, I beheld a sight which filled my mind with wonder. From the very spot where the wolf pack had vanished into the forest a few minutes before, the figure of a tall, slender girl was emerging into the open.


I thought that the events of the night had well nigh exhausted my capacity for feeling emotion, but now I felt my scalp prickling with horror as I realized how narrowly that fair form and shapely limbs had escaped being tom and mangled. “If the pack had scented her—” I began.


“She does not know her own peril!” Alan broke in as he began to lower himself to the ground. “We must warn her. Come along — you can talk the Breton patois better than I.”


Very much against my inclinations and better judgement, I found myself climbing down the rock which I had ascended so thankfully a short time since. Alan laughed as he noted the reluctance of my movements.


“Don’t funk it,” he chaffed. “There’s not a single wolf in sight, and I hope you’re not going to let yourself be outdone in daring by a mere slip of a girl.”


“What business has a mere slip of a girl to be wandering about the woods at this hour of the night?” I grumbled as I reached the ground.


“That’s what I want you to ask her, you sap. Gad!” he muttered under his breath, “what a perfect model for a woodland nymph!”


Fancying that I could detect a note of something warmer than mere artistic appreciation in my chum’s exclamation, I looked with greater interest at the approaching girl.


I felt my breath catch in my throat as we came face to face in the moonlight. The general standard of beauty among the natives of Brittany is high indeed, but in the girl who stood before me the very pinnacle of flawless perfection seemed to have been reached.


Her features — but how can I describe that which transcends all description? Mere words seem futile and meaningless when applied to that radiant creature who confronted us out of the mystery of the night. Her loveliness seemed more than human — and most assuredly none of it was due to the “art which conceals art” in the estimation of the feminine mind. Her blond hair waved in a profuse disorder of natural curls over her brow and neck. Her smooth skin was deeply tanned by exposure to the wind and sun. Her cheap cotton frock would have seemed a mere rag but for the superb lines of the figure beneath. Her shapely legs were bare to the knees; her feet innocent of even the wooden sabots which the poorest of peasants usually wear. She seemed more like some dryad of the woods than a mundane peasant-girl.


For some reason — possibly it was the memory of my own recent fears — her very calmness irritated me.


“What are you doing here?” I cried as sharply as my halting Breton would allow. “Don’t you know that there are wolves about?”


To my surprise she answered in the purest French:


“Assuredly, m’sieu, there are wolves. Have I not just now” — she hesitated — “have I not heard them howling? And you — you did not climb the Devil’s Tombstone just to admire the view, hein?”


Her self-assurance staggered me. I concluded that she must either be very brave or very stupid. Yet she seemed to have all her wits about her, even to the extent of enjoying some secret joke at my expense. I was in the act of formulating a retort which would convey a rebuke with the requisite amount of dignity, when Alan forestalled me.


“You speak French?” he cried with a boyish laugh. “That’s great! I was fearing that I should be left right out of this conversation. Come now, confess. Weren’t you horribly frightened when those wolves passed you in the wood yonder?”


She shook her head proudly, almost fiercely. “I did not fear — for myself.”


Alan Grantham smiled.


“But you were just a little nervous on our account? It was very good of you to take such an interest in our safety, but don’t you think that your attitude of mind was a little illogical? We were on the top of the high stone, you know, while you were on the ground, at the mercy of the brutes. There was one great wolf in particular, who fought the others and drove them away. Maybe you saw it — rather a fine-looking creature.”


“You think so?” she gave a quick smile, almost as though she had misunderstood his meaning and applied the compliment to herself. “Yes, I know the animal you mean. But I am not afraid of it, mais non! It will not harm me — or you.”


“You seem mighty well acquainted with the nature of the beast,” I put in with a sour grin. “How can you possibly tell whom it will hurt and whom it will not?”


The girl lifted her shoulders in a little careless shrug.


“Calmez-vous, m’sieu. I know because I know. There are wolves and wolves” — her red lips rippled back in a smile, so that her white, even teeth gleamed in the moonlight — “just as there are men — and men. And,” she added as if by an afterthought, “there are women and women, some dangerous, some not; some merciful to save, others eager to destroy.” She broke off abruptly and turned on her heel. “Come, it grows very late. I will show you a near way through the woods back to Josselin.”


“Through the woods!” Alan echoed in amazement. “The wolves—”


She swung round with a sudden gesture of impatience.


“Have I not said that they will not harm you?” she cried, fixing her dark eyes on my friend’s face. “The pack is leagues away by now—”


“But the great gray wolf?” Alan asked softly.


The girl’s gaze faltered and dropped. She hastily swung round, so that her face was hidden.“Are you coming, or not?” she flung the words over her shoulder.


“I’m certainly not going to allow you to go through those woods by yourself!” my chum declared stoutly.


“Allons! Let us go.”


She slipped her arm through his with the same lack of self-consciousness that a cat exhibits when jumping on one’s knee to be caressed, and together they started to walk across the open space toward the wood. I followed in no very enviable frame of mind.


The whole affair was much too mysterious for my liking. I smiled grimly to myself as I wondered if my light-hearted chum would have been as willing to trust himself to her guidance if the unknown girl had been a toothless hag with a face like a wrinkled walnut!


We reached the village of Josselin without further incident. The wolves had vanished as completely as if such an animal had never existed on the face of the earth. The death-like silence of the great forest was broken only by the scrunching of our feet over the dead leaves and fir-cones which strewed the path.


Alan and the unknown girl led the way, talking gayly and incessantly. I have not the faintest idea of what was the subject of their conversation, but I guessed it wasn’t politics. I didn’t listen. I had other things to think about as I trudged in the rear, searching the shadows on either side for the first sign of those accursed wolves. I could scarcely persuade myself that we should get back to the inn without another encounter until I saw the turrets of the ancient Chateau de Josselin loomed near at hand.


Our mysterious guide left us at the entrance to the village, a fact for which I was deeply thankful, for I was in no mood to try to explain to our gossipy hostess things which I had so far failed to comprehend myself. I noticed, however, that the girl’s parting salutation was a gay “Au revoir” to Alan; to me she merely vouchsafed a cold “Bon Soir.”


“Maybe you’ll be seeing the young demoiselle again soon?” I asked when we had gained our room without overmuch explanations.


Alan nodded, a somewhat guilty flush overspreading his rather handsome features.


“Tomorrow,” he admitted; then: “I say, isn’t she wonderful!”


“Oh, yes, she’s wonderful all right,” was my somewhat dry rejoinder. “But who is she?”


“Her name’s Corinne and she lives here in the village.”


“Very explanatory! But what on earth was she doing alone in the middle of that wood?”


Alan laughed. “I don’t know — and I don’t care. I only thank my lucky stars that she did happen to be there.”


“Otherwise you might be dead by now?” I queried.


“No,” he shook his head with a smile which gave him away completely. “Otherwise I might never have met Corinne.”


He uttered the name in such a tone as to convince me that there was nothing more to be said. Seeing that my young friend was suffering from a bad attack of love at first sight, I did the only thing possible. I turned over and went to sleep.


•   •   •   •   •


The next morning I retrieved my painting-materials from where I had dumped them during our hurried flight, and resumed work on my picture. But Alan apparently had other fish to fry. He did some work, it is true, in a desultory sort of way, but most of his time was taken up by the fascinating young lady who was not afraid of wolves.


It does not take much to set tongues wagging in an out-of-the-way, dead-and-alive place like Josselin; in a week the love affair of the handsome young English artist was the talk of the village. If ever a man was head over heels in love, that man was Alan Grantham. I was scarcely surprised, therefore, when, just ten days after our midnight adventure, he announced his forthcoming marriage and asked me to act as his best man.


You don’t need to send out wedding invitations in Brittany. The notary draws up the marriage contract and spreads the good news, and the able-bodied inhabitants of the village rally round as a matter of course to wish the couple every joy and to mop up all the free eats and drinks that may be going. The number of guests who thus invite themselves is a fair criterion of the degree of esteem in which the bride and groom are held. I confess that I was rather curious to see how many would show up at this particular festivity, for I had somehow gathered the impression that the fair Corinne was not exactly popular in the village. The other young people seemed to shun her.


The Breton peasantry may be much the same as other folk in their own family circles, but to strangers — especially to foreigners like us — they are taciturn and suspicious. The most garrulous individual in the place was, strangely enough, the very man who one would think was likely to be able to keep a still tongue in his head. For he was a Government official, the public notary, the man who — with the possible exception of the village priest — was most conversant with the family history and affairs of those around him.


Nicolas Didier was, naturally, a man of some education, and even culture of a superficial sort. He had, he was careful to inform me early in our acquaintance, studied law at Paris in his younger days, and from chance remarks which he let fall from time to time I gathered that he considered himself a cut above the simple-minded villagers — which was probably the reason why he sought the company of Alan and me whenever he could find an excuse for doing so. I came to the conclusion that he was a man of some ability, who had been side-tracked into a paltry but assured Govemment post amid surroundings which he found particularly irksome.


He called at the inn on the night before the wedding, to get some particulars about the bridegroom which were to be embodied in the marriage contract. Alan, as usual, was out, but I was able to supply the necessary information.


His business completed, the old man seemed in no hurry to take his departure. He sat talking about inconsequent subjects, his beady eyes straying from time to time to the sideboard on which stood the goodly array of bottles which Alan had laid in for the approaching festivity. I took the silent hint and drew the cork of one of the oldest vintages.


“Come,” I said, “a glass of wine in which to pledge long life to the happy pair.”


I poured out a generous measure and he drained it with relish, with a little neatly-turned oration which was evidently a stock speech that he had used on many previous similar occasions.


“I very seldom indulge in alcoholic liquor, monsieur,” he wound up, “but on such an auspicious occasion—” He twiddled the stem of his glass between his lean fingers and gazed dreamily at the bottle.


Now, when a man starts emphasizing his extreme moderation, I have usually found him quite able and willing to drink his share, and maybe a bit over.


“It’s a pity to cork such good liquor up again,” I said, taking up the bottle. “Do me the honor of joining me in another glass.”


“The honor is mine, m’sieur,” he assured me, a flush coming into his parchment-like features as he sipped the rich amber liquid. “The village of Josselin is honored too, I am sure, that your esteemed friend should have chosen his consort from its daughters. But the excellent Monsieur Grantham is a stranger from across the sea. He does not know — has never heard of our peculiar legends and — er — traditions. It is not everyone who would choose his bride from the women of Josselin!”


His manner, no less than the words themselves, caused me to stare at him across the lamplit table. Moved by a sudden impulse, I pushed the bottle, still three-quarters full, toward him.


“Help yourself, mon ami.” When he had obeyed with alacrity I continued in as casual a voice as I could assume: “Ah, so your village has its legends, hein?”


He paused to empty his glass before replying.


“Legends?” His voice had a sardonic ring that conveyed a world of meaning. “Ma foi! we have more than legends! Strange things have happened here — not in the remote past, but recently, mark you! — strange things, the meaning of which has been debated by learned societies in solemn conclave; things about which eminent professors have written books — weighty volumes — in their vain effort to solve their meaning. Tell me, mon cher monsieur, have you never heard of The Barking Women of Josselin?”


Dimly, very dimly, I was conscious of a faint inner stir in the recesses of my memory. I had heard or read those words before. But where? and in what connection? My brain was humming with a hundred half-formed doubts and suspicions as I turned again to the old lawyer.


“Tell me more about these women who bark.”


“You want the legend” — his shrewd eyes narrowed — “or the,truth?”  “Let’s have the legend first.”


Maitre Didier refilled his glass and settled himself more comfortably in his chair.


“Very well, m’sieur. Like most tales of its kind, it dates back a long way. I’ve traced it back two hundred years, but it probably originated much earlier. Once upon a time (you perceive, do you not, that it begins like the usual fairy-tale?) a beggar-woman passed through the village of Josselin. She was clothed in rags, hungry, weary and footsore, and in a fold of her tattered shawl she carried a little baby boy — her son.”


“Who was she?” I asked, but the old man shrugged his narrow shoulders as he reached for the bottle.


“One version of the legend says that she was a witch, a powerful enchantress; another version credits her with being no less a personage than the Blessed Mother of God, and the babe her Divine Son. You can believe either — or neither — as you please. But both versions are in agreement as to what followed. 


The women of the village were down by the riverside, as you may see them any fine day even now, washing their family linen in the stream. The wandering stranger begged them to give her food and shelter, showing them her blistered and bleeding feet and endeavoring to evoke their compassion by holding up her starving child. But they drove her away with cruel and bitter words — some say they even loosed their dogs upon the helpless creature. Be that as it may, the woman and her Child were hounded from the village. At first she went meek and uncomplaining, but as she passed the door of the church she chanced to look into the face of her babe — and saw that she held a tiny corpse!


“Only then did she turn on the women who yet mocked her. Laying her dead infant in the church porch, she faced them, her eyes blazing with hatred through the bitter tears, her arms upraised in furious menace.


“‘Women of Josselin!’ she cried; ‘over the dead body of my son I hurl my curse at you — aye, and at your daughters, and their daughters’ daughters forever! May the all-merciful and all-pitying Father on High show you no more pity or mercy than ye have shown to me and mine! May ye be accursed unto the tenth generation! Like ravening wolves have ye denied us food; like baying hounds have ye driven us from your doors. Henceforth, ye women of Josselin, ye shall be dogs and wolves in very truth!’ And so saying, she died.”


The old man paused and sat staring straight before him with lackluster eyes, as though he were indeed visualizing the scene he had so vividly described.


“A sad story,” I commented. “But that is not the end?”


“No. That night there were wild scenes in the streets of Josselin — horrifying and dreadful sounds, and deeds scarcely to be described. Women and girls rushed from the houses, tearing off their garments with frenzied abandon — barking like dogs — howling like wolves! And such they were, not only in outward aspect, but also in their very nature. Back into the houses they rushed, their menfolk too paralyzed with terror and amazement to interfere; and when they emerged again each wolf-woman held in her reddened fangs a young child — her own or another’s — which she had snatched from its cot or cradle with as little mercy or remorse as the beast into which she had been transformed! But — and note this well — it was only the male children that were slain. The girls were spared that they might grow up to maturity and inherit the dreadful curse that had been called down upon them, and transmit it to their female descendants, as they do even to this day. That, monsieur, is the legend of the Barking Women.”


“I thank you for your courtesy in relating it so graphically. And now for the real truth about the matter?”


There was an inscrutable smile on Didier’s thin lips as he poured the last of the bottle’s contents into his glass.


“The truth is not quite so easy to define,” he returned with portentous gravity. “Certain it is that a proportion of the women-folk of this village — the descendants, let us assume, of the women who mocked and ill-treated the homeless outcast — are at certain seasons afflicted with a mysterious complaint, or plague, or curse — call it what you will. Here we leave the realm of musty legend and come down to solid, incontrovertible facts. You will find references to the Barking Women of Josselin in innumerable scientific works. Distinguished savants have devoted years to the study of the phenomenon, though it is true that each has endeavored to find a solution which fits his own particular bent or mental outlook. Theologians, for instance, are convinced that it is a direct visitation of God. Physicians are equally certain that the howling and barking are caused by some obscure and hereditary disease which gives rise to spasmodic movements and contractions of the muscles of the throat. Psychologists advance the theory that it is due to some form of autosuggestion, or mass hypnotism. Anthropologists profess to find a parallel, if not a solution, in the totemism of savages and primitive races, and point to the almost universal belief that certain human beings are able to transform themselves into animals. Science, in short, in seeking to prove too much, proves nothing whatever. I have merely mentioned these conflicting theories to show you that the actuality of this horrible curse is sufficiently well attested to merit the serious consideration of savants who do not usually pursue shadows or investigate fables. As to a solution — well, as men of plain common sense we must take the facts as we find them and explain them as best we can.”


My mind flew back to the huge gray wolf that had haunted the Devil’s Tombstone — the creature that had disappeared into the forest at the very spot where Corinne Lemerre had emerged a few moments later, calm and unafraid. At that moment I required very little convincing that the old legend had a firm basis of truth in it.


I leaned forward and laid my hand on the old notary’s shoulder. “Tell me, Maitre Didier,” I said earnestly, “what is your own theory about the matter?”


I felt the shoulder on which my hand rested twitch in a tiny shrug.


“Mère de Dieu! If I told you my secret thoughts you would think I was sunk as deep in black superstition as are the ignorant peasants. I only know that this affliction — this curse, if you like to call it so — it still exists in our midst. But the people of Josselin do not publish their shame openly to the world. When the time of their periodical transfiguration approaches, the women lock themselves in their rooms, or hide in the depths of the forest, where no human eyes shall see the ghastly form they assume, where no innocent child shall tempt the hellish fury of their fangs.”


In the depths of the woods! The words dinned through my brain with devilish insistence. Was it not in the depths of the wood that we had encountered Corinne Lemerre? Was my unfortunate friend about to take to himself a beautiful vampire for a wife?


Amid the whirlpool of my thoughts I became dully aware that the old man was still speaking:


“Certainement, considering the way in which our dread secret has been hidden, it is small wonder that the learned savants could gather such slender data on which to base their theories,” he was saying. “That is why I have spoken tonight, that you may in turn warn your friend.”


“And persuade him to abandon Mademoiselle Lemerre on the very eve of her wedding-day?” I cried.


“Doucement, doucement,” remonstrated the old man. “Softly, my impetuous friend. I am the last man to counsel creating an open scandal by breaking off the match. Besides, there is no need to fear anything for the moment. Your friend himself stands in not the slightest danger, for the werewolves of Josselin do not attack and devour grown men. It will be later, when the little ones arrive, that the tragedy will commence. If you love your friend, warn him of the peril that will come. There is no need for you to repeat my words to him yet; not for many months — many years, maybe. But, as you value his happiness, his peace of mind, his very reason, relate to him the legend of the Women of Josselin on the day that his son and heir is born.”


•   •   •   •   •


After the old man had gone I sat for a long time by the dying embers of the fire, smoking incessantly and thinking deeply as I awaited Alan’s return. My mind was a seesaw of doubt and indecision. One moment I had determined to tell my chum everything the moment he arrived; the next, I had just as firmly decided that no word should pass my lips.


Would he believe me if I did speak? Even if he were capable of crediting my fantastic story, would he have the hardihood and strength of mind to cast off his beautiful bride at the eleventh hour? And, above all, was I justified in blasting the reputation of a young girl on the mere unsubstantiated theory of a misanthropic notary whose tongue had been loosened by a bottle of wine?


Yet in my own heart I knew the legend was no chimera. Now that I possessed the clue I could recall a host of incidents, insignificant and meaningless in themselves, which confirmed it. Why, the villagers even had a special name for the afflicted women. Aboyeuses — “the barkers” — I had heard the strange term whispered furtively dozens of times, though at the time it had conveyed nothing to my mind. But now—


I rose to my feet and threw back the heavy window-curtains, pressing my burning forehead against the cool panes as I gazed out into the night.


The moon, now slightly past its full, rode high in the cloudless heavens, bathing the whole valley of the river in its soft silver glow. At the riverside end of the village the triple towers of the ancient chateau reared themselves sheer from the shining waters, an imposing monument of feudal power and tyranny. Just beyond were the shallows, lined with low grassy banks, the washing-place of the village from time immemorial. It was there that the homeless outcast had vainly begged for charity. In the square open space immediately before me was the church from whose porch she had launched the fatal curse. In my mind’s eye I could picture the lean, famished figure standing at the head of the steps, facing the affrighted crowd like an avenging fury over the dead body of her child….


For the first time I understood why it is that no beggar now asks in vain for alms in the streets of Josselin.


A faint sound on the pavement immediately below my window abruptly switched my train of thought. Two persons were standing at the door of the inn, talking in low, intimate tones.


“Au revoir, ma cherie,” It was Alan’s voice, vibrant with deep passion. “Till tomorrow!”


“Tomorrow then,” came the answer, breathed so low that I could scarcely catch the words. “Viens in ’embrassrer—” Her voice ended in the sound of a laughing struggle — a lingering kiss….


I turned away from the window, sick at heart. How could I speak now? How could I rob them of their happiness?


That night I held my peace. The next morning they were married as fast as ring and Book could bind them.


•   •   •   •   •


The warmest friendship grows dim and faint before the fiercer fires of love. I heard from Alan occasionally during his protracted honeymoon in Italy; then his letters became briefer, and came at longer intervals, until they finally ceased altogether.


I stayed on for a while at Josselin, putting the finishing touches to the pictures I had in hand. Then I wandered farther afield, through southern France, past the frontiers of Spain — just where my fancy and the appeal of the natural scenery led me. Fresh scenes, new interests, new hopes and ambitions gradually caused the memory of Alan Grantham and his mysterious bride to fade from my mind. Beneath the glorious sun-bathed skies of Castille I could almost smile at the former fears conjured up by the grisly legend of Josselin’s beast-women.


It was two years later, while seated before a little wayside posada overlooking the swift-rushing waters of the Tagus, near Toledo, that the memory of the past overtook and overwhelmed me like some invisible, soul-chilling sea.


A letter was handed to me by the greasy, unshaven patróna, a letter which bore an English postage-stamp and numerous pencilled superscriptions showing that it had followed me from place to place for weeks. Its message was brief but pregnant with dire possibilities:



For the sake of our former friendship, come at once. I need your advice and help as I have never needed them before. I dare not attempt to explain, in case you think that my mind has given way beneath the strain. Come — and come quickly!




Below was a hurriedly scrawled postscript that was actually longer than the body of the letter:



Corinne is in excellent health and sends her best regards. She bore the birth of our baby boy well, and is looking more beautiful than ever. The kiddie is a delightful little chap — you will love him. We have named him after you. I should be the happiest man alive, yet I am harassed by fears which are all the more terrifying because so utterly grotesque. Come quickly — for the sake of old acquaintance.




It was an appeal to which I could not remain deaf. I glanced at the post-mark. The letter had been posted nearly two weeks before.


It took me just five minutes to pack my few belongings and settle the bill. Crossing the river, I had the good luck to catch a train that was on the point of starting from the Toledo terminus. I had two hours’ wait at Madrid, but the wasted time was more than made up by the swiftness of the Trans-Continental Express which bore me to Paris, where I entered the early morning boat-train for the coast.


Thirty hours after receiving the message I walked down the gangway of the cross-channel steamer — to meet the hearty handclasp and eager greeting of the man who had summoned me back to England.


“I got your cable from Paris,” he said, as though in explanation of his unexpected presence on the landing-stage. “1 can’t describe how relieved I was to know that you were on your way.”


I started to tell him about the way in which his letter had wandered about before reaching me, but he cut me short with what seemed unnecessary haste.


“Come on.” He seized my grip and, ignoring the waiting train, made for the gate which led to the road. “I’ve got a car waiting. We can talk as I drive. My place is only in the next county — a few miles over the Sussex border. We can get there quicker by road than by the local trains.”


The luxurious appointments of the waiting auto seemed to indicate that, whatever Alan’s trouble might be, it certainly was not connected with his financial standing. I ventured a remark to that effect as the car started into motion, but he almost ignored it.


“Oh, yes. I’ve not been doing so badly. But I’ve been too worried lately to attempt much serious work. Do you know — don’t think me crazy because of what I’m about to tell you — but, you remember that large gray wolf that we saw that night at the Devil’s Tombstone?”


“Yes,” I answered, tense with interest. “Well?”


“That damned brute has followed me over here!”


I managed to force a laugh, but, had my friend not been so engrossed in his driving, I fear my face must have betrayed my real feelings.


“Come, come,” I said chafiingly. “Isn’t that rather a tall yarn, old man? It’s rather a long jump from Brittany to Sussex, and there’s a slight obstacle known as the English Channel in between.”


“I don’t care how far it is, or what obstacles have to be crossed to get here. I would recognize the brute anywhere, and I’m certain that the same animal has been haunting our house for weeks — in fact, ever since the baby was born.”


The baby! Here was another link of the old notary’s tale that rang true.


“It’s a boy, isn’t it?” I asked, more for the sake of covering up a pause than anything else.


“Of course its a boy!” he answered testily. “Didn’t I tell you in my letter that we’d named it after you?”


“And you think that this wolf means harm to the little fellow?”


“What else?” he demanded brusquely. “The creature has tried half a dozen times to get into the nursery, but luckily it was seen and driven away before it could do any mischief. The strange part about it is that it never attempts to attack grown people. That ought to make our task all the easier.”


“Our task?” I echoed.


“Yes. You must help me track down this beast to its lair and send a bullet through its heart. Not until I see it stretched dead before my eyes shall I feel that Corinne and her child are safe.”


It took all my self-control to refrain from bursting into sardonic laughter. I mumbled some answer — heaven knows what! — and for the remainder of the drive sat silent, or spoke in heedless monosyllables. My own grim thoughts were quite sufficient to occupy all my attention. Once again I had become enmeshed in a tangle of mystery and lurking peril — but little did the man beside me guess the real nature of the task in which he had solicited my aid!


•   •   •   •   •


The fifty-odd miles of coast roads were soon covered; then we turned inland at a spot not far from the traditional site of the Battle of Hastings. Twenty minutes later the car swept through the gates of a long, tree-bordered drive, and I got my first glimpse of the house.


“Lone Croft” it was called, and the name seemed well chosen. The rambling old house stood on a hill, surrounded by well-wooded grounds, and though its position rendered it somewhat exposed to the fierce gales which occasionally sweep in from the sea, it commanded a superb view. Southward was the long sweep of coastline, from Beachy Head to Dungeness; every other point of the compass was bounded by the vast chalk downs, desolate and deserted for the most part, though here and there one could catch a distant glimpse of the roof of an isolated farmhouse nestling in a fold of its rolling contours.


Lone Croft, as its name implied, had originally been built as a farmstead of the more substantial kind — though that was in the days when Queen Bess held sway. It was a delightful example of the rural architecture of the period, with half-timbered gables and quaint nooks and corners in its oak-raftered rooms. Its long, rambling passages had so many queer little flights of stairs leading up and down, that it was sometimes a matter of difficulty to guess on which floor one was, without glancing out of the window. It was, in short, exactly the kind of house that any ghost with a respect for old-established traditions would choose for the scene of its midnight rambles.


I was on the point of making a laughing remark to that effect as I alighted from the car. But I caught a glimpse of Alan’s set features, and refrained. At that moment he did not seem in the humour to appreciate a jest on any subject, occult or otherwise.


My friend entered the house without a word and led the way to the great, stone-flagged kitchen, now converted into a very comfortable dining-room. On the threshold he paused with a low exclamation of surprise.


“Hullo! it seems that we have visitors.”


Two men, both stout and red-faced, and dressed in tweeds and gaiters, had risen from their seats near the wide fireplace and were advancing to meet us.


“Good afternoon, Mr. Grantham,” said the one who appeared to be the elder, a gray-bearded man of about sixty. “I think you know me, sir? I’m Enoch Varden, from Vale Farm, down yonder. My friend here be Farmer Sowerby, from—”


“Yes, yes, I know you both,” Alan broke in somewhat impatiently. “I take it that you have been awaiting my return, and that you wish to see me about something?”


“We do that, sir,” answered the man with the gray beard, in a tone that was a curious mixture of deference and half-suppressed anger. “We two be come here on most unpleasant business, Mr. Grantham.” He paused and cast an inquiring glance in my direction. “Axing your pardon, sir, but be this gen’man a friend of yourn?”


“Indeed he is,” Alan replied warmly, “my oldest chum. You need not be afraid of saying what you have to say in his presence.”


Farmer Varden seemed reluctant to take advantage of the invitation to state his errand. He stood before the fireplace, clearing his throat noisily at intervals and shifting uneasily from one foot to the other.


“Look’ee here, sir,” he burst out at last. “I be a peaceable man, and one as likes to keep on as good terms as may be with my neighbors, and I hopes you will take what I’m going to say in the spirit that it’s meant. Three nights ago seven sheep were killed and mangled at Sowerby’s Farm, and this morning I found a round dozen o’ my own flock had been treated the same way.”


“Indeed?” Alan’s voice did not betray much surprise. “That’s very unfortunate. I suppose you’ve come to warn me that some ferocious animal is at large in the district?”


Farmer Varden gave a quick shake of his head.


“We be come to warn you to keep your dogs chained up at night!” he said bluntly.


“Dogs!” Alan laughed loudly. “But, my dear good man, I don’t keep any dogs. My wife can’t bear to have one anywhere near her, and, naturally, there isn’t such a thing about the place.”


The two farmers stared at him with palpable incredulity.


“Nary a one?” asked Sowerby, speaking for the first time.


“Not a single hair of one!” was my friend’s firm reply. “You must seek elsewhere for the animal that worried your sheep.”


Enoch Varden raised his horny hand and scratched his head. “Of course, if you say that, sir, we’re bound to take your word—”


“You can do that with the greatest confidence,” Alan said quietly.


“No offense, sir, no offense,” Varden hastened to say. “But all the same I must say that things seem mighty queer. Old Miles — Mr. Sowerby’s shepherd, sir — he tracked the beast’s footprints on the morning after his sheep were killed. He’s no wit-lacker, is Old Miles, and he says that the tracks were those of a big dog — the biggest he’d ever seen. I can bear him out in that, for I was up at four on the morning after the raid on my own fold, and I followed the footprints over the soft ground for miles.”


“And where did they lead?” Alan asked.


“They led straight to this very house, sir — and what’s more, they didn’t go any further! There they were, as plain as print on paper, right up your drive. There were even a few on the doorstep, going into your front door — but there weren’t none coming out again!”


I saw Alan Grantham suddenly go pale. Well enough could I guess the tragic poignancy of his thoughts at that moment.


“It must be the large gray wolf that I’ve seen hovering about the house!” he exclaimed.


The farmer’s eyes grew round as saucers at his words.


“Wolf!” cried Varden. “Who ever heerd tell of such a critter on the Sussex Downs?”


“Well, there it is,” shrugged Alan. “It may have escaped from somewhere — a circus, for instance. Anyway, the remedy is in your own hands. Of course you both possess guns?”


“Aye, sir,” came in unison from the pair.


“Well, arm all the men you can, and lie in wait for the brute. That is what I and my friend intend to do. I hope we have the luck to get a good chance of a shot at it!”


•   •   •   •   •


Before nightfall, ample proof was forthcoming that my friend’s theory was correct. The identity of the mysterious four-footed marauder was established by the member of the Mobile Section of the County Constabulary who rode up on a motorcycle while dinner was in progress.


“Yes, sir, it’s a wolf all right,” the constable stated. “One of our patrols sighted the beast while he was on his rounds. Chap of the name of Morris. He’s an old soldier who served with the Expeditionary Forces in Russia, and he’s seen wolves where they grow natural. He got a near view of the creature as it trotted past him on the road, making toward this house. He was unarmed, so that he could do nothing to stop it. But he got a good look at it, and he’s prepared to swear it’s a wolf and not a large dog. Moreover, it’s a bitch-wolf and has recently had a litter of whelps.”


“Whew!” whistled Alan. “That complicates matters — we shall have the countryside overrun if they are allowed to breed! Did the lady have her family with her?”


The policeman shook his head. “No, but the creature’s dugs were heavy with milk — Morris breeds dogs himself, and he knew the signs all right. He says that such a state usually makes such animals fiercer, more cunning — and more dangerous! Thought I’d call in to put you on your guard.”


“I’m much obliged to you, officer,” said Alan, as he did a little sleight-of-hand with something which rustled crisply.


“Thank you, sir,” the man touched the peak of his cap. “Good night.”


Listening to the conversation from the dining-room doorway, I felt my last doubts vanish in a wave of horrified conviction. The mystery wolf had recently littered — Corinne’s baby was just a fortnight old! It was the last — the clearest — the most convincing link in the long chain of evidence which proved that the ancient legend of Josselin was no myth!


The time had come for me to speak. Whatever might be the consequences of the revelation, my conscience would not permit me to conceal it any longer. A tragedy must be risked if an even greater tragedy was to be averted.


The moment the door had closed on the policeman’s departure I took my friend’s arm and drew him into his study, which adjoined the dining-room we had recently quitted.


“Why, what’s in the wind?” he said as he saw me close the door.


“Alan,” I said gently, “I am about to take advantage of the privilege of an old friend. But believe me, it is my duty rather than my inclinations which prompt the words I am about to utter. Corinne, the girl you married, is” — my mind groped for fitting words to break the blow that was about to fall — “is — not like other girls—”


“Don’t I know it!” he broke in enthusiastically, entirely failing to grasp my meaning. “She is a pearl beyond all price! I’ll thank heaven till my dying day for the strange chance which threw her across my path, and enabled me to link my life with hers!”


The fervor of his declaration almost made me falter in my purpose. The thought that I, his dearest friend, was fated to be the instrument of his coming disillusionment was like an agonizing knife-thrust in my heart. But it was too late to stop now.


“It was not of her personal beauty, or of her mental qualities that I was speaking,” I steeled myself to go on. “There is something else — something entirely beyond her own power to control. My poor boy, the girl you love so deeply is—”


“Not dead?” He caught me by the arm with a grip that made my muscles numb. “Don’t tell me that Corinne has fallen a victim to that accursed wolf! Don’t tell me that she is dead!”


“Would that she were!” I exclaimed almost involuntarily.


“What!” His grip tightened like a crushing vise. “In God’s name — what do you mean?”


“Corinne Lemerre was, and still is a—”


Four crashing reports, fired in quick succession just outside the window, cut short my words like the stroke of a knife.


Glad of the respite, short-lived though it might be, I dashed to the front door and threw it wide. On the steps was a burly blue-clad figure. It was the constable who had just left us, and in his hand he held a heavy automatic pistol.


“The wolf!” he gasped in hurried explanation. “As I passed through the shrubbery I saw it leap from one of the lower windows. It was carrying something in its mouth. Looked like a fair-sized bundle of clothes—”


“My God!” shrieked Alan. “The child! We must follow — wait here while I get the guns.”


“Did you hit the thing?” I asked.


“I think so, but the light was bad.” The man flashed his lantern on the graveled path and gave a cry. “Yes, I hit it all right. Look at the blood on the stones!”


“Here, take this.” Alan thrust a sporting-rifle into my reluctant hands as he pushed past and took the steps with a flying leap. “It’s loaded, but don’t risk a shot unless you can make sure of not hitting my boy. Which way did it go?” he asked as he caught up with the hurrying policeman.


“Couldn’t say, sir. It just disappeared in the darkness. There’s its trail, though!” He flashed his light at the wavering line of crimson splashes.


“Badly wounded — it can’t go far,” jerked Alan, almost snatching the lantern in his excitement and pressing forward. The next moment he uttered a cry of disappointment. The sinister trail had swerved into the dense bushes, where it was utterly lost.


“We must separate,” Alan whispered urgently, “and comb this plantation thoroughly. Shoot at sight — but for God’s sake mind the boy.”


•   •   •   •   •


We obeyed and did our best to pick up the trail. But it was a weary, nerve-racking business, hunting aimlessly in the dark. Presently the police-constable and I gravitated toward each other and met in a little clearing not far from the house.


“Some hunt!” the man muttered grimly. “Like searching in a haystack for a needle that isn’t there! Probably that wolf is miles away by now — and your friend can say good-bye to his kid.”


His words gave me a sudden inspiration.


“That wolf may have returned to the house” I exclaimed.


“To the house?” He looked surprised, as well as he might be. “What’s the idea?”


“Oh, just an idea. But I think it’s worth following up. Will you come back there with me?”


“If you think it’s worth while. Shall I call the guv’nor?” he asked, jerking his head toward where Alan was noisily beating the bushes.


“I think not,” I advised. “If my suspicions are correct, he’ll be better out of what is coming.”


We gained the house unobserved, and I immediately led the way upstairs.


“You were right, sir!” cried the man, pointing to a red smear on the white paintwork of one of the doors.


I nodded without speaking and shifted the gun so that it would be ready for instant action. The blood-stained door was the one which gave access to Corinne’s bedroom.


The room was in darkness as I flung open the door, but the low, menacing growl which greeted our entrance showed that it was far from being empty.


I pressed the switch — then stood staring at the unbelievable tableau which the light revealed.


It was not the sight of the huge wolf lying curled up on the bed that caused my breath to catch in my throat with a sound very much like a sob — I was prepared to see that. No, the thing that staggered me and shook my nerve was the sight of the tiny baby nestling between the huge animal’s legs, crooning contentedly as it gently kneaded the soft gray fur with its little dimpled fists.


The gun slipped unheeded from my hands and fell to the floor. My brain could scarcely credit what my eyes beheld. Then, like a ray of glorious light from heaven itself, understanding rushed upon me.


Mother-love, divine and all-conquering, had triumphed over the dread, age-old curse. The great, fierce she-wolf was actually suckling the babe it had been condemned to destroy!


This much I saw, but the policeman behind me had eyes only for the hunted beast. I caught the glint of polished steel as he threw his hand forward.


“Don’t fire, you fool!” I shouted, and switched off the light to baffle his aim in case he had not understood.


But even as the light snapped off, the darkness was split by a tongue of flame and the crash of his automatic followed like a miniature thunderclap.


“Fool!” I cried again. “What have you done?”


“I guess I’ve put ‘paid’ to that—” His boast died away to a meaningless mumble as I again pressed the light switch.


The wolf had vanished. In its place, marble-white and still in death, was the body of Corinne Grantharn — the girl who had forever broken the curse which had for centuries lain like a hideous blight over the women of Josselin.


•   •   •   •   •


That police officer faced the music like a man at the subsequent inquest. The poor fellow came in for more than his fair share of the nasty remarks that were made about “the careless handling of firearms.” But he had the sense to hold his tongue about the wolf changing into the woman at the moment of its death.


Probably he guessed that such a story would not be believed, and had no desire to exhibit himself as a clumsy liar as well as a clumsy marksman. Thanks to Alan’s open-handed and unquestioning generosity, I was able to ensure that the constable was no worse off for his reticence. Today he’s probably the richest policeman in Sussex — if he hasn’t retired from the force long since.


The coroner’s verdict was “Death by misadventure.” And so the matter stands to this day.


Alan Grantham, his mind torn between grief at his wife’s death and the joy of having his baby son so unexpectedly restored to him unharmed, never so much as suspected the real nature of the “misadventure” which had mercifully cut the Gordian knot of the sinister web of fate in which she was entangled.


Nor will he ever know the truth — unless it be on the day when, beyond the horizon of the grave, all secrets will be revealed.
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“And so,” said my lean-jawed share-of-a-seat on the Fisherman’s Special train from New York to Montauk, “there’s more — much more, to it than backwoods superstition. Man—” he leaned over and pounded my knee with his hard, brown fist. “I tell you, I know.”


I laughed. I had to. This big, hulking chap, who had seated himself beside me when the Special pulled out of Pennsylvania Station, had me jittery with his talk about the supernatural powers of man. He’d been at it for over an hour. I shivered, Patchogue and the Hamptons were behind us and the wind blasting through the opened windows of the coach was cold. Besides, this talk of werewolves and other things which I had relegated to my adolescence caused goose-bumps to shoot along my spine.


“I’ll tell you a queer story,” commenced my seat-mate. “Back in my country—”


I looked at him quickly. He didn’t look like a foreigner to me.


He grinned. “I’ve been here a long time,” he said.


“You certainly have no trace of an accent,” I said. “English?”


“No. Swedish. A man who has to travel a lot — first in one country, then another — soon loses his accent.”


“I suppose so,” I told him.


“I come from a small town in the extreme northern part of Sweden,” he said. “Many queer and unnatural things happen there. There are werewolves — men who, at will, turn themselves into wolf-men and roam the countryside, bringing death, misery, and stark, wild-eyed horror.” He shuddered and continued. “It’s nothing new. It’s old — old. It’s been going on since the beginning of time. It’s written of in musty books and talked of furtively as darkness falls. Every year at the beginning of the Christmas season, that’s when it happens. It’s when the snow bums blue with the coming dark, and squeals beneath your boots. The conversion of men into beasts! It has always been so. They descend upon the helpless inhabitants of ancient villages and destroy them.”


“A lot of good yarns have been spun around that sort of thing,” I said. “Interesting reading. Good stuff!”


His steady eyes stared straight ahead and he didn’t answer me for a minute or two. Then he jerked his head impatiently. “Up there — just before night — when the snow is so white it turns blue and squeals beneath your boots like a living thing—” His voice died away as if he were living a million miles away.


He continued in the same singsong voice, “There in the town where I grew up, lived two brothers. Both were tall, straight and strong. They loved the same girl, but she preferred the older brother. He was good and steady, and the young one—” his voice became harsh — “was a fool. Selma — that was her name. She married the older brother early one spring, and the three of them lived together in their old, whitewashed house near the end of the village. But, the happiness of his brother and Selma kept misery gnawing at the innards of the younger brother. He grew morose and ugly. He spent his nights in the town tavern. He’d stay there until all the lights in the little house were out. Then he’d go in and throw himself into bed and fall into drunken slumber.”


I commenced to fidget. I wished soundly that I was at Montauk or back in New York. This fellow got on my nerves, dreamily. I made up my mind to check him fast during the rush from the train. I must have missed part of the conversation. I caught myself up short when I hear him say “werewolves.”


“What’s that?” I asked.


“I said, that the stranger he met in the tavern one winter’s night told him he could change himself into a wolf-man and join the other werewolves on the eve of Christmas.”


I shoved my tongue in my cheek. “He told the younger brother that?”


He nodded. “Yes. He told him how it might be done.”


“Did he do it?” I asked.


My sombre friend nodded again.


“How?” I asked, smirking. “I might try it myself if the fish aren’t biting out here.”


He gripped my arm. “My friend, if you value your sanity, if you would not rove the world with the screams of the innocents in your ears, if you value your hope of immortality — never try it. The poor misguided younger brother was a victim of jealousy — fancied wrongs.”


“We all have ’em,” I said. “How’s it done?”


“It is done,” he said, glancing over his shoulder, quickly, “by muttering certain words—”


“What words?” I interrupted.


“Those I shall not tell you. By muttering certain words and drinking a cup of ale to a man-wolf. If he accepts, it renders the man-natural worthy of acceptance of the werewolf state.”


“I’ll have to remember that,” I said. “I’ve had many a cup of ale with strangers. All of which reminds me — how about a drink?” I reached for my gunny sack.


“I never drink.”


“Well, here’s to you,” I said, peeling off the top of my “jug.” Whether the road bed was rougher than usual, or whether the train went around a curve, I don’t know. But, suddenly, my friend fell, almost in my lap, and my bottle of rye went out of the window.


Old gloom-face smiled. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Possibly, I can make it up to you by finishing my story.”


I grinned with only one side of my mouth. “Forget it. Shoot. Did the younger brother turn himself into a werewolf?”


“He did. On the eve of Christmas, when they strung the tree with popcorn and red cranberries, his hatred and jealousy boiled over. He tore out of the house and went to the tavern. There he filled himself with spirits and brooded over his loss of Selma. After a time, he got to his feet and went into the forest. There, in his drunkenness, he pronounced the words and assumed the wolf form.”


“What’d he do? Go back and gnaw up his brother?”


“He came back, but first he traveled to the spot which had been made known to him by the stranger in the tavern. It was many miles north, beneath the wall of a ruined castle of some feudal lord. There he joined hundreds of others, who, in natural form, were weak, frustrated men such as he.


“Then the pack set out en masse. Strong doors were paper before them, white, unprotected throats their aim. Shrill gurgling screams of their victims on the still, cold air whetted their appetites.”


“What about the younger brother — our hero?” I asked.


“I haven’t forgotten the younger brother. He ran with great, leaping bounds straight to his home. His red tongue lolled from his gaping mouth. His eyes were green — green in their madness.”


I frowned. This fellow certainly threw himself into his story like a professional. He had goose-flesh on my neck.


“This werewolf — this beast — attacked his brother and the lovely Selma as they lay in their bed. He felt his own brother’s hot blood in his dry throat. He shook him as a terrier does a rag.


“The lovely Selma screamed and tore at him with her little hands.”


“And no one came to help them?” I asked.


“You forget. The town was in an uproar. The whole pack attacked.”


“And — Selma?” I said.


“Yes — Selma. Selma grabbed the other brother’s hunting-knife from his belt on the back of the chair and stabbed at the werewolf, screaming curses.”


“My God, how ghastly! Did she kill him?”


He shook his head. “No, she didn’t kill him — she only tore off his right ear with the sharp knife, and, in the manner of all things who attack in the night his own pain defeated him. He ran out of the house and from the village. He disappeared into the dark forest. His red blood stained the white snow for miles.”


“They could have trailed him that way.”


He shook his head. “No. He assumed the human form once he was in the forest and staunched the flow of blood.”


“But the wound,” I protested. “How could he explain that to the townspeople — to Selma?”


“He never went back. He ran away. The people of the town must have thought he too was a victim of the werewolves that bloody, gory night.”


•   •   •   •   •


The conductor pulled the door of the coach open. “Montauk! Montauk!” he called.


All around us, men started whooping and grabbing up their equipment. I sat quietly for a minute.


“What a story!” I finally managed to say. “What a story to tell a man when he’s out at the end of nowhere! I’ve got the creeps.”


He shrugged. “It was merely to pass the time. Any sort of conversation to pass the time. Good luck — good fishing.” He got up to get his stuff.


“Same to you,” I said, sticking out my hand.


As my eyes met his, I started, and my hand dropped nervelessly to my side.


He grinned crookedly, but that lopsided twitching of his face only accentuated the horror of the livid hole where his right ear should have been.
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Twilight had come upon the slopes of the vineyards, and a gentle, caressing breeze drifted through the open casement to stir into further disorder the papers upon the desk where Monsieur Etienne Delacroix was diligently applying himself. He raised his leonine head, the hair of which had in his later years turned to gray, and stared vacantly from beneath bushy brows at the formation of a wind-driven cloud as if he thought that the passive elements of the heavens could, if they so desired, aid him in some momentous decision.


There was a light but firm tap on the door which led to the hall of the château. Monsieur Delacroix blinked as his thoughts were dispersed and, in some haste, gathered various documents together and thrust them into the maw of a large envelope before bidding the knocker to enter.


Pierre, his eldest son, came quietly into the room. The father felt a touch of the pride he could never quite subdue when Pierre approached, for he had a great faith in his son’s probity, as well as an admiration for the straight carriage and clear eye he, at his own age, could no longer achieve. Of late he had been resting a great many matters pertaining to the management of the Château Doré and the business of its vineyards, which supported the estate, on the broad shoulders poised before him.


But Etienne Delacroix had been born in a strict household and his habits fashioned in a stern school, and was the lineal descendant of ancestors who had planted their peasant’s feet, reverently but independently, deep into the soil of France; so visible emotions were to him a betrayal of weakness. There was no trace of the deep regard he felt for his son evident when he addressed the younger man.


“Where are your brothers? Did I not ask you to return with them?”


“They are here, Father. I entered first, to be certain that you were ready to receive us.”


“Bid them enter.”


Jacques and François came in to stand with their elder brother and were careful to remain a few inches in his rear; he was the acknowledged spokesman. Their greetings were spoken simultaneously; Jacques’ voice breaking off on a high note which caused him obvious embarrassment, for he was adolescent. Together, thought Monsieur Delacroix, they represented three important steps in his life, three payments on account to posterity. He was glad his issue had all been males; since the early death of his wife he had neither cared for any woman nor taken interest in anything feminine.


“I have here, my son, some papers of importance,” he announced, addressing Pierre. “As you observe, I am placing them here where you may easily obtain them in the event of my absence.” Suiting the action to the word, he removed the bulky envelope to a drawer in the desk and turned its key, allowing the tiny piece of metal to remain in its lock. “I am growing older” — his fierce, challenging eyes swept the trio as if he dared a possible contradiction — “and it is best that you are aware of these accounts, which are relative to the business of the château,”


“Non, non!” chorused all three. “You are as young as ever, papa!”


“Sacre blue! Do you name me a liar, my children? Attend, Pierre!”


“Yes, papa.”


“I have work for you this night.”


The elder son’s forehead wrinkled. “But the work, it is over. Our tasks are completed. The workers have been checked, the last cart is in the shed—”


“This is a special task, one which requires the utmost diligence of you all. It is of the wolf.”


“The werewolf!” exclaimed Jacques, crossing himself.


The other brothers remained silent, but mingled expressions of wonder and dislike passed across their features. Ever since the coming of the wolf the topic of its depredations had been an unwelcome one in the household of the Château Doré.


“Mon Dieu, Jacques!” exploded the head of the house. “Have you, too, been listening to the old wives’ tales? Must you be such an imbecile, and I your father? Rubbish! There can be no werewolves; has not the most excellent Father Cromecq flouted such stones ten thousand times? It is a common wolf; a large one, true, but nevertheless a common mongrel, a beast from the distant mountain. Of its ferocity we are unfortunately well aware; so it must be dispatched with the utmost alacrity.”


“But, the workers say, papa, that there have been no wolves in the fields for more than a hundred—”


“Peste! The ever verbose workers! The animal is patently a vagrant, a stray beast driven from the mountains by the lash of its hunger. And I, Etienne Delacroix, have pronounced that it must die!”


The father passed a heavy hand across his forehead, for he was weary from his unaccustomed labor over the accounts. His hands trembled slightly, the result of an old nervous disorder. The fingers were thick, and blunt from the hardy toil of earlier years; the blue veins were still corded from the strength which he had once possessed.


“It is well,” said Pierre in his own level tones. “Since the wolf came upon and destroyed poor little Marguerite D’Estourie, tearing her throat to shreds, and the gendarmes who almost cornered it were unable to slap it because they could not shoot straight, and it persists in—”


“It slashed the shoulder of old Gavroche who is so feeble he cannot walk without two canes!” interrupted François, excitedly.


“— ravaging our ewes,” concluded the single-minded Pierre, who was not to be side-tracked once he had chosen his way, whether in speech or action. “The damage to our flocks has been great, papa. It is just that we should take action, since the police have failed. I have thought this wolf strange, too, although I place no faith in demons. If it but seeks food, why must it slay so wantonly and feed so little? It is indeed like a great, gray demon in appearance. Twice have I viewed it, leaping across the meadows in the moonlight, its long, gray legs hurling it an unbelievable distance at every bound. And Marie Polydore, of the kitchens, found its tracks only yesterday at the very gates of the château!”


“I have been told,” revealed Jacques, flinging his hands about in adolescent earnestness, “that the wolf is the beast-soul of one who has been stricken by the moon-demons. By day he is as other men, but by night, though he has the qualities of a saint he cannot help himself. Perhaps he is one with whom we walk and talk, little guessing his dreadful affliction.”


“Silence!” roared Monsieur Delacroix. One of his clenched fists struck the desk a powerful blow and the sons were immediately quieted. “Must I listen to the ranting and raving and driveling of fools and imbeciles? Am I not still the master of the Château Doré? I will tend to the accursed matter as I have always, will I not? I have always seen to the welfare of the dwellers in the shadow of the Château Doré! And with the help of the good God I shall continue to do so, until the last drop of my blood has dried away from my bones. You comprehend?”


In a quieter tone, after the enforced silence, he continued: “I have given orders to both the foreman and Monsieur the mayor that this night, the night of the full moon by which we may detect the marauder, all the people of the vineyards and of the town beyond must remain behind locked windows and barred doors. If they have obeyed my orders — and may the good God look after those who have not — they are even now secure in the safety of their respective homes. Let me discover but one demented idiot peeking from behind his shutter, and I promise you he shall have cause to remember his disobedience!”


Pierre nodded without speaking, knowing he was being instructed to punish a possible, but improbable, offender.


“Now, we are four intelligent men, I trust,” said Monsieur Delacroix, pretending not to notice the glow of pleasure which suffused Jacques’ features at being included in their number. “We are the Delacroix’s, which is sufficient. And as leaders we must, from time to time, grant certain concessions to the inferior mentalities of the unfortunate who dwell in ignorance; so I have this day promised the good foremen, who petitioned me regarding the activities of this wolf, to perform certain things. They firmly believe the gray wolf is a demon, an inhuman atrocity visited upon us by the Evil One. And also, according to their ancient but childish witch-lore, that it may only be destroyed by a silver weapon.”


Monsieur Delacroix reached beneath his chair and drew forth a small, but apparently heavy, sack. Upending it on the surface of the desk, he scattered in every direction a double dozen glittering cylindrical objects.


“Bullets!” exclaimed Jacques.


“Silver bullets!” amended Pierre.


“Yes, my son. Bullets of silver which I molded myself in the cellars, and which I have shown to the men, with the promise that they will be put to use.”


“Expensive weapons,” commented the thrifty François.


“It is the poor peasant’s belief. If we slew tills wolf with mere lead or iron they would still be frightened of their own shadows and consequently worthless at their work, as they have been for the past month. Here are the guns. Tonight you will go forth, my sons, and slay this fabulous werewolf, and cast its carcass upon the cart-load of dry wood I have had piled by the vineyard road, and burn it until there is nothing left but the ash, for all to see and know.”


“Yes, papa,” Assented Pierre and François as one, but the boy Jacques cried: “What? So fine a skin? I would like it for the wall of my room! These who have seen the wolf say its pelt is like silver shaded into gray—”


“Jacques!” Etienne Delacroix’s anger flooded his face with a great surge of red and bulging veins, and Pierre and François were stricken with awe at the sight of their father’s wrath.


“If you do not burn this beast as I say, immediately after slaying it, I will forget you are my son, and almost a man! I will—”


His own temper choked him into incoherency.


“I crave your pardon, father,” begged Jacques, humbled and alarmed. “I forgot myself.”


“We will obey, papa, as always,” said François, quickly, and Pierre gravely nodded.


“The moon will soon be up,” said Monsieur Delacroix, after a short silence. The room had grown dark while they talked; receiving a wordless signal from his father, Pierre struck a match and lit the blackened lamp on the desk. With the startling transition, as light leaped forth to dispel the murky shadows of the room, Pierre came near to exclaiming aloud at sight of the haggard lines in his father’s face. For the first time in his life he realized that what his parent had said earlier in the evening about aging was not spoken jocularly, not the repeated jest Monsieur Delacroix had always allowed himself, but the truth. His father was old.


“You had better go,” said Etienne Delacroix, as his keen eyes caught the fleeting expression on his son’s face. His fingers drummed a muffled tattoo upon the fine edge of his desk, the only sign of his nervous condition that he could not entirely control. “Monsieur the Mayor’s opinion is that the wolf is stronger when the moon is full. But it is mine that tonight it will be easier to discover.”


The three turned to the door, but as they reached the threshold Monsieur Delacroix beckoned to the eldest. “An instant, Pierre. I speak to you alone.”


The young man closed the door on his brothers’ backs and returned to the desk, his steady eyes directed at his father.


Monsieur Delacroix, for the moment, seemed to have forgotten what he intended to say. His head was bowed on his chest and the long locks of his ashen hair had fallen forward over his brow. Suddenly he sat erect, as if it took an immense effort of his will to perform the simple action, and again Pierre was startled to perceive the emotions which twisted his father’s features.


It was the first time he had ever seen tenderness there, or beheld love in the eyes he had sometimes, in secret, thought a little cruel.


“Have you a pocket crucifix, my son?”


“In my room.”


“Take it with you tonight. And — you will stay close to Jacques, will you not?” His voice was hoarse with unaccustomed anxiety. “He is young, confident, and — careless. I would not wish to endanger your good mother’s last child.”


Pierre was amazed. It had been fifteen years since he had last heard his father mention his mother.


“You have been a good son, Pierre. Obey me now. Do not let the three of you separate, for I hear this beast is a savage one and unafraid even of armed men. Take care of yourself, and see to your brothers.”


“Will you remain in the château for safety, papa? You are not armed.”


“I am armed by my faith in the good God and the walls of Château Doré. When you have lit the fire under the wolf’s body — I will be there.”


He lowered the leonine head once more, and Pierre, not without another curious look, departed.


For a long while Monsieur Delacroix sat immobile, his elbows resting on the padded arras of the chair, the palms of his hands pressing into his cheeks. Then he abruptly arose and, approaching the open casement, drew the curtains wide. Outside, the long, rolling slopes fell away toward a dim horizon already blanketed by the dragons of night, whose tiny, flickering eyes were winking into view one by one in the dark void above. Hurrying cloudlets scurried in little groups across the sky.


Lamps were being lit in the jumble of cottages that were the abodes of Monsieur Delacroix’s workmen, but at the moment the sky was illuminated better than the earth; for the gathering darkness seemed to ding like an animate thing to the fields and meadows, and stretch ebony claws across the ribbon of the roadway.


It was time for the moon to rise.


Monsieur Delacroix turned away from the casement and with swift, certain steps went to the door, opening it. The hall was still, but from the direction of the dining room there came a clatter of dishes as the servants cleared the table. Quickly, with an unusual alacrity for a man of his years, he silently traversed the floor of the huge hall and passed through its outer portals. A narrow gravel lane led him along the side of the château until he reached the building’s extreme corner, where he abandoned it to strike off across the closely clipped sward in the direction of a small clump of beech trees.


The night was warm and peaceful, with no threat of rain. A teasing zephyr tugged at the thick locks on his uncovered head; from somewhere near his feet came the chirp of a cricket.


In the grove it was darker until he came to its center, wending through and past the entangled thickets like one who had traveled the same path many times, and found the small glade that opened beneath the stars. Here there was more light again but no breeze at all. In the center of the glade was an oblong, grassy mound, and at one end of it a white stone, and on the stone the name of his wife.


•   •   •   •   •


Monsieur Delacroix stood for an instant beside the grave with lowered head, and then he sank to his knees and began to pray.


In the east the sky began to brighten as though some torch-bearing giant drew near, walking with great strides beyond the edge of the earth. The stars struggled feebly against the superior illumination, but their strength diminished as a narrow band of encroaching yellow fire appeared on the rim of the world.


With its arrival the low monotone of prayer was checked, to continue afterward with what seemed to be some difficulty. Monsieur Delacroix’s throat was choked, either with grief for the unchangeable past or an indefinable apprehension for the inevitable future. His breath came in struggling gasps and tiny beads of perspiration formed on his face and hands. His prayers became mumbled, jerky utterances, holding no recognizable phrases of speech. Whispers, and they ceased altogether.


A small dark cloud danced across a far-off mountaintop, slid furtively over the border of the land, and for a minute erased the yellow gleam from the horizon. Then, as if in terror, shaken by its own temerity, it fled frantically into oblivion, and the great golden platter of the full moon issued from behind the darkness it had left to deluge the landscape with a ceaseless shower of illusive atoms; tiny motes that danced the pathways of space.


Monsieur Delacroix gave a low cry like a child in pain. His agonized eyes were fixed on the backs of his two hands as he held them pressed against the dew-dampened sward. His fingers had begun to stiffen and curl at their tips; he could see the long, coarse hairs sprouting from the pores of his flesh — as he had many times within the past month since the night he had fallen asleep by the grave of his wife and slept throughout the night under the baleful beams of the moon.


He flung back his head, whimpering because of the terrible pressure he could feel upon his skull, and its shape appeared to alter so that it seemed curiously elongated. His eyes were bloodshot, and as they sank into their sockets his lips began to twitch over the fangs in his mouth.


The three brothers, crouching nervously in the shadows of the vineyards, started violently.


Jacques, the younger, almost lost his grasp on the gun with the silver bullets which his father had given him.


From somewhere nearby there had arisen a great volume of sound, swirling and twisting and climbing to shatter itself into a hundred echoes against the vault of the heavens, rushing and dipping and sinking into the cores of all living hearts and the very souls of men — the hunting-cry of the werewolf.
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The Moon’s a-gleam and the Snow is white,


All the land lies quiet in the grip of Night.


’Tis time to rest, but I cannot rest


For the heart that thunders within my breast;


For my pointing ears and my sharpening teeth—


Red tongue that lolls ’mid my steaming breath….


Now my limbs are covered with soft, gray fur—


Hark…! What was that…? Did Something stir…?


Yes! Dark Shapes slink o’er the pallid snow—


My brother Wolves call me, and I must go!


For the Moon’s a-gleam and the Snow is white—


Ho! my Brothers — we hunt tonight …!
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Once upon a time there was a king, who reigned over a great kingdom. He had a queen, but only a single daughter, a girl. In consequence the little girl was the apple of her parents’ eyes; they loved her above everything else in the world, and their dearest thought was the pleasure they would take in her when she was older. But the unexpected often happens; for before the king’s daughter began to grow up, the queen her mother fell ill and died. It is not hard to imagine the grief that reigned, not alone in the royal castle, but throughout the land; for the queen had been beloved of all. The king grieved so that he would not marry again, and his one joy was the little princess.


A long time passed, and with each succeeding day the king’s daughter grew taller and more beautiful, and her father granted her every wish. Now there were a number of women who had nothing to do but wait on the princess and carry out her commands. Among them was a woman who had formerly married and had two daughters. She had an engaging appearance, a smooth tongue and a winning way of talking, and she was as soft and pliable as silk; but at heart she was full of machinations and falseness. Now when the queen died, she at once began to plan how she might marry the king, so that her daughters might be kept like royal princesses. With this end in view, she drew the young princess to her, paid her the most fulsome compliments on everything she said and did, and was forever bringing the conversation around to how happy she would be were the king to take another wife. There was much said on this head, early and late, and before very long the princess came to believe that the woman knew all there was to know about everything. So she asked her what sort of a woman the king ought to choose for a wife. The woman answered as sweet as honey: “It is not my affair to give advice in this matter; yet he should choose for queen someone who is kind to the little princess. For one thing I know, and that is, were I fortunate enough to be chosen, my one thought would be to do all I could for the little princess, and if she wished to wash her hands, one of my daughters would have to hold the wash-bowl and the other hand her the towel.” This and much more she told the king’s daughter, and the princess believed it, as children will.


From that day forward the princess gave her father no peace, and begged him again and again to marry the good court lady. Yet he did not want to marry her. But the king’s daughter gave him no rest; but urged him again and again, as the false court lady had persuaded her to do. Finally, one day, when she again brought up the matter, the king cried: “I can see you will end by having your own way about this, even though it be entirely against my will. But I will do so only on one condition.”  “What is the condition?” asked the princess. “If I marry again,” said the king, “it is only because of your ceaseless pleading. Therefore you must promise that, if in the future you are not satisfied with your stepmother or your stepsisters, not a single lament or complaint on your part reaches my ears.” This she promised the king, and it was agreed that he should marry the court lady and make her queen of the whole country.


As time passed on, the king’s daughter had grown to be the most beautiful maiden to be found far and wide; the queen’s daughters, on the other hand, were homely, evil of disposition, and no one knew any good of them. Hence it was not surprising that many youths came from East and West to sue for the princess’s hand; but that none of them took any interest in the queen’s daughters. This made the stepmother very angry; but she concealed her rage, and was as sweet and friendly as ever.


Among the wooers was a king’s son from another country. He was young and brave, and since he loved the princess dearly, she accepted his proposal and they plighted their troth. The queen observed this with an angry eye, for it would have pleased her had the prince chosen one of her own daughters. She therefore made up her mind that the young pair should never be happy together, and from that time on thought only of how she might part them from each other.


An opportunity soon offered itself. News came that the enemy had entered the land, and the king was compelled to go to war. Now the princess began to find out the kind of stepmother she had. For no sooner had the king departed than the queen showed her true nature, and was just as harsh and unkind as she formerly had pretended to be friendly and obliging. Not a day went by without her scolding and threatening the princess; and the queen’s daughters were every bit as malicious as their mother. But the king’s son, the lover of the princess, found himself in even worse position. He had gone hunting one day, had lost his way, and could not find his people. Then the queen used her black arts and turned him into a werewolf, to wander through the forest for the remainder of his life in that shape. When evening came and there was no sign of the prince, his people returned home, and one can imagine what sorrow they caused when the princess learned how the hunt had ended. She grieved, wept day and night, and was not to be consoled. But the queen laughed at her grief, and her heart was filled with joy to think that all had turned out exactly as she wished.


Now it chanced one day, as the king’s daughter was sitting alone in her room, that she thought she would go herself into the forest where the prince had disappeared. She went to her stepmother and begged permission to go out into the forest, in order to forget her surpassing grief. The queen did not want to grant her request, for she always preferred saying no to yes. But the princess begged her so winningly that at last she was unable to say no, and she ordered one of her daughters to go along with her and watch her. That caused a great deal of discussion, for neither of the stepdaughters wanted to go with her; each made all sorts of excuses, and asked what pleasures were there in going with the king’s daughter, who did nothing but cry. But the queen had the last word in the end, and ordered that one of her daughters must accompany the princess, even though it be against her will. So the girls wandered out of the castle into the forest. The king’s daughter walked among the trees, and listened to the song of the birds, and thought of her lover, for whom she longed, and who was now no longer there. And the queen’s daughter followed her, vexed, in her malice, with the king’s daughter and her sorrow.


After they had walked a while, they came to a little hut, lying deep in the dark forest. By then the king’s daughter was very thirsty, and wanted to go into the little hut with her stepsister, in order to get a drink of water. But the queen’s daughter was much annoyed and said: “Is it not enough for me to be running around here in the wilderness with you? Now you even want me, who am a princess, to enter that wretched little hut. No, I will not step a foot over the threshold! If you want to go in, why, go in alone!”


The king’s daughter lost no time; but did as her stepsister advised, and stepped into the little hut. When she entered she saw an old woman sitting there on a bench, so enfeebled by age that her head shook. The princess spoke to her in her usual friendly way: “Good evening, motherkin. May I ask you for a drink of water?”


“You are heartily welcome to it,” said the old woman. “Who may you be, that step beneath my lowly roof and greet me in so winning a way?”


The king’s daughter told her who she was, and that she had gone out to relieve her heart, in order to forget her great grief.


“And what may your great grief be?” asked the old woman.


“No doubt it is my fate to grieve,” said the princess, “and I can never be happy again. I have lost my only love, and God alone knows whether I shall ever see him again.” And she also told her why it was, and the tears ran down her cheeks in streams, so that anyone would have felt sorry for her.


When she had ended the old woman said: “You did well in confiding your sorrow to me. I have lived long and may be able to give you a bit of good advice. When you leave here you will see a lily growing from the ground. This lily is not like other lilies, however, but has many strange virtues. Run quickly over to it, and pick it. If you can do that then you need not worry, for then one will appear who will tell you what to do.” Then they parted and the king’s daughter thanked her and went her way; while the old woman sat on the bench and wagged her head. But the queen’s daughter had been standing without the hut the entire time, vexing herself, and grumbling because the king’s daughter had taken so long.


So when the latter stepped out, she had to listen to all sorts of abuse from her stepsister, as was to be expected. Yet she paid no attention to her, and thought only of how she might find the flower of which the old woman had spoken. They went through the forest, and suddenly she saw a beautiful white lily growing in their very path. She was much pleased and ran up at once to pick it; but that very moment it disappeared and reappeared somewhat further away.


The king’s daughter was now filled with eagerness, no longer listened to her stepsister’s calls, and kept right on running; yet each time when she stooped to pick the lily, it suddenly disappeared and reappeared somewhat further away. Thus it went for some time, and the princess was drawn further and further into the deep forest. But the lily continued to stand, and disappear and move further away, and each time the flower seemed larger and more beautiful than before. At length the princess came to a high hill, and as she looked toward its summit, there stood the lily high on the naked rock, glittering as white and radiant as the brightest star. The king’s daughter now began to climb the hill, and in her eagerness she paid no attention to stones nor steepness. And when at last she reached the summit of the hill, lo and behold! the lily no longer evaded her grasp; but remained where it was, and the princess stooped and picked it and hid it in her bosom, and so heartfelt was her happiness that she forgot her stepsisters and everything else in the world.


For a long time she did not tire of looking at the beautiful flower. Then she suddenly began to wonder what her stepmother would say when she came home after having remained out so long. And she looked around, in order to find the way back to the castle. But as she looked around, behold, the sun had set and no more than a little strip of daylight rested on the summit of the hill. Below her lay the forest, so dark and shadowed that she had no faith in her ability to find the homeward path. And now she grew very sad, for she could think of nothing better to do than to spend the night on the hilltop. She seated herself on the rock, put her hand to her cheek, cried, and thought of her unkind stepmother and stepsisters, and of all the harsh words she would have to endure when she returned. And she thought of her father, the king, who was away at war, and of the love of her heart, whom she would never see again; and she grieved so bitterly that she did not even know she wept. Night came and darkness, and the stars rose, and still the princess sat in the same spot and wept. And while she sat there, lost in her thoughts, she heard a voice say: “Good evening, lovely maiden! Why do you sit here so sad and lonely?” She stood up hastily, and felt much embarrassed, which was not surprising. When she looked around there was nothing to be seen but a tiny old man, who nodded to her and seemed to be very humble. She answered: “Yes, it is no doubt my fate to grieve, and never be happy again. I have lost my dearest love, and now I have lost my way in the forest, and am afraid of being devoured by wild beasts.”  “As to that,” said the old man, “you need have no fear. If you will do exactly as I say, I will help you.” This made the princess happy; for she felt that all the rest of the world had abandoned her. Then the old man drew out flint and steel and said: “Lovely maiden, you must first build a fire.” She did as he told her, gathered moss, brush and dry sticks, struck sparks and lit such a fire on the hilltop that the flame blazed up to the skies. That done the old man said: “Go on a bit and you will find a kettle of tar, and bring the kettle to me.” This the king’s daughter did. The old man continued: “Now put the kettle on the fire.” And the princess did that as well. When the tar began to boil, the old man said: “Now throw your white lily into the kettle.” The princess thought this a harsh command, and earnestly begged to be allowed to keep the lily. But the old man said: “Did you not promise to obey my every command? Do as I tell you or you will regret it.” The king’s daughter turned away her eyes, and threw the lily into the boiling tar; but it was altogether against her will, so fond had she grown of the beautiful flower.


The moment she did so a hollow roar, like that of some wild beast, sounded from the forest. It came nearer, and turned into such a terrible howling that all the surrounding hills reëchoed it. Finally there was a cracking and breaking among the trees, the bushes were thrust aside, and the princess saw a great gray wolf come running out of the forest and straight up the hill. She was much frightened and would gladly have run away, had she been able. But the old man said: “Make haste, run to the edge of the hill and the moment the wolf comes along, upset the kettle on him!” The princess was terrified, and hardly knew what she was about; yet she did as the old man said, took the kettle, ran to the edge of the hill, and poured its contents over the wolf just as he was about to run up. And then a strange thing happened: no sooner had she done so, than the wolf was transformed, cast off his thick gray pelt, and in place of the horrible wild beast, there stood a handsome young man, looking up to the hill. And when the king’s daughter collected herself and looked at him, she saw that it was really and truly her lover, who had been turned into a werewolf.


It is easy to imagine how the princess felt. She opened her arms, and could neither ask questions nor reply to them, so moved and delighted was she. But the prince ran hastily up the hill, embraced her tenderly, and thanked her for delivering him. Nor did he forget the little old man, but thanked him with many civil expressions for his powerful aid. Then they sat down together on the hilltop, and had a pleasant talk. The prince told how he had been turned into a wolf, and of all he had suffered while running about in the forest; and the princess told of her grief, and the many tears she had shed while he had been gone. So they sat the whole night through, and never noticed it until the stars grew pale and it was light enough to see. When the sun rose, they saw that a broad path led from the hilltop straight to the royal castle; for they had a view of the whole surrounding country from the hilltop. Then the old man said: “Lovely maiden, turn around! Do you see anything out yonder?”  “Yes,” said the princess, “I see a horseman on a foaming horse, riding as fast as he can.” Then the old man said: “He is a messenger sent on ahead by the king your father. And your father with all his army is following him.” That pleased the princess above all things, and she wanted to descend the hill at once to meet her father. But the old man detained her and said: “Wait a while, it is too early yet. Let us wait and see how everything turns out.”


Time passed and the sun was shining brightly, and its rays fell straight on the royal castle down below. Then the old man said: “Lovely maiden, turn around! Do you see anything down below?”  “Yes,” replied the princess, “I see a number of people coming out of my father’s castle, and some are going along the road, and others into the forest.” The old man said: “Those are your stepmother’s servants. She has sent some to meet the king and welcome him; but she has sent others to the forest to look for you.” At these words the princess grew uneasy, and wished to go down to the queen’s servants. But the old man withheld her and said: “Wait a while, and let us first see how everything turns out.”


More time passed, and the king’s daughter was still looking down the road from which the king would appear, when the old man said: “Lovely maiden, turn around! Do you see anything down below?”  “Yes,” answered the princess, “there is a great commotion in my father’s castle, and they are hanging it with black.” The old man said: “That is your stepmother and her people. They will assure your father that you are dead.” Then the king’s daughter felt bitter anguish, and she implored from the depths of her heart: “Let me go, let me go, so that I may spare my father this anguish!” But the old man detained her and said: “No, wait, it is still too early. Let us first see how everything turns out.”


Again time passed, the sun lay high above the fields, and the warm air blew over meadow and forest. The royal maid and youth still sat on the hilltop with the old man, where we had left them. Then they saw a little cloud rise against the horizon, far away in the distance, and the little cloud grew larger and larger, and came nearer and nearer along the road, and as it moved one could see it was agleam with weapons, and nodding helmets, and waving flags, one could hear the rattle of swords, and the neighing of horses, and finally recognize the banner of the king. It is not hard to imagine how pleased the king’s daughter was, and how she insisted on going down and greeting her father. But the old man held her back and said: “Lovely maiden, turn around! Do you see anything happening at the castle?”  “Yes,” answered the princess, “I can see my stepmother and stepsisters coming out, dressed in mourning, holding white kerchiefs to their faces, and weeping bitterly.” The old man answered: “Now they are pretending to weep because of your death. Wait just a little while longer. We have not yet seen how everything will turn out.”


After a time the old man said again: “Lovely maiden, turn around! Do you see anything down below?”  “Yes,” said the princess, “I see people bringing a black coffin — now my father is having it opened. Look, the queen and her daughters are down on their knees, and my father is threatening them with his sword!” Then the old man said: “Your father wished to see your body, and so your evil stepmother had to confess the truth.” When the princess heard that she said earnestly: “Let me go, let me go, so that I may comfort my father in his great sorrow!” But the old man held her back and said: “Take my advice and stay here a little while longer. We have not yet seen how everything will turn out.”


Again time went by, and the king’s daughter and the prince and the old man were still sitting on the hilltop. Then the old man said: “Lovely maiden, turn around! Do you see anything down below?”  “Yes,” answered the princess, “I see my father and my stepsisters and my stepmother with all their following moving this way.” The old man said: “Now they have started out to look for you. Go down and bring up the wolf’s pelt in the gorge.” The king’s daughter did as he told her. The old man continued: “Now stand at the edge of the hill.” And the princess did that, too. Now one could see the queen and her daughters coming along the way, and stopping just below the hill. Then the old man said: “Now throw down the wolf’s pelt!” The princess obeyed him, and threw down the wolf’s pelt according to his command. It fell directly on the evil queen and her daughters. And then a most wonderful thing happened: no sooner had the pelt touched the three evil women than they immediately changed shape, and turning into three horrible werewolves, they ran away as fast as they could into the forest, howling dreadfully.


No more had this happened than the king himself arrived at the foot of the hill with his whole retinue. When he looked up and recognized the princess, he could not at first believe his eyes; but stood motionless, thinking her a vision. Then the old man cried: “Lovely maiden, now hasten, run down and make your father happy!” There was no need to tell the princess twice. She took her lover by the hand and they ran down the hill. When they came to the king, the princess ran on ahead, fell on her father’s neck, and wept with joy. And the young prince wept as well, and the king himself wept; and their meeting was a pleasant sight for everyone. There was great joy and many embraces, and the princess told of her evil stepmother and stepsisters and of her lover, and all that she had suffered, and of the old man who had helped them in such a wonderful way. But when the king turned around to thank the old man he had completely vanished, and from that day on no one could say who he had been or what had become of him.


The king and his whole retinue now returned to the castle, where the king had a splendid banquet prepared, to which he invited all the able and distinguished people throughout the kingdom, and bestowed his daughter on the young prince. And the wedding was celebrated with gladness and music and amusements of every kind for many days. I was there, too, and when I rode through the forest I met a wolf with two young wolves, and they showed me their teeth and seemed very angry. And I was told they were none other than the evil stepmother and her two daughters.





NOTE


In “The Werewolf,” the basic idea is the deliverance from animal form through a maiden’s self-sacrificing love (Hyìtén-Cavallius and Stephens, p. 312. From Upland), and the Teutonic belief in human beings who could change themselves into wolves is clearly marked.
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There was once a father, who had nine daughters, and they were all marriageable, but the youngest was the most beautiful. The father was a were-wolf. 


One day it came into his head: “What is the good of having to support so many girls?” so he determined to put them all out of the way.


He went accordingly into the forest to hew wood, and he ordered his daughters to let one of them bring him his dinner. It was the eldest who brought it.


“Why, how come you so early with the food?” asked the woodcutter.


“Truly, father, I wished to strengthen you, lest you should fall upon us, if famished!”


“A good lass! Sit down whilst I eat.” He ate, and whilst he ate he thought of a scheme. He rose and said: “My girl, come, and I will show you a pit I have been digging.”


“And what is the pit for?”


“That we may be buried in it when we die, for poor folk will not be cared for much after they are dead and gone.”


So the girl went with him to the side of the deep pit. “Now hear,” said the were-wolf, “you must die and be cast in there.”


She begged for her life, but all in vain, so he laid hold of her and cast her into the grave. Then he took a great stone and flung it in upon her and crushed her head, so the poor thing breathed out her soul. When the were-wolf had done this he went back to his work, and as dusk came on, the second daughter arrived, bringing him food. He told her of the pit, and brought her to it, and cast her in, and killed her as the first. And so he dealt with all his girls up to the last. 


The youngest knew well that her father was a were-wolf, and she was grieved that her sisters did not return; she thought, “Now where can they be? Has my father kept them for companionship; or to help him in his work?” So she made the food which she was to take him, and crept cautiously through the wood. When she came near the place where her father worked, she heard his strokes felling timber, and smelt smoke. She saw presently a large fire and two human heads roasting at it. Turning from the fire, she went in the direction of the axe-strokes, and found her father.


“See,” said she, “father, I have brought you food.”


“That is a good lass,” said he. “Now stack the wood for me whilst I eat.”


“But where are my sisters?” she asked.


“Down in yon valley drawing wood,” he replied “follow me, and I will bring you to them.”


They came to the pit; then he told her that he had dug it for a grave. “Now,” said he, “you must die, and be cast into the pit with your sisters.”


“Turn aside, father,” she asked, “whilst I strip of my clothes, and then slay me if you will.”


He turned aside as she requested, and then — tchich! she gave him a push, and he tumbled headlong into the hole he had dug for her.


She fled for her life, for the were-wolf was not injured, and he soon would scramble out of the pit.


Now she hears his howls resounding through the gloomy alleys of the forest, and swift as the wind she runs. She hears the tramp of his approaching feet, and the snuffle of his breath. Then she casts behind her her handkerchief. The were-wolf seizes this with teeth and nails, and rends it till it is reduced to tiny ribands. In another moment he is again in pursuit foaming at the mouth, and howling dismally, whilst his red eyes gleam like burning coals. As he gains on her, she casts behind her her gown, and bids him tear that. He seizes the gown and rives it to shreds, then again he pursues. This time she casts behind her her apron, next her petticoat, then her shift, and at last rums much in the condition in which she was born. 


Again the were-wolf approaches; she bounds out of the forest into a hayfield, and hides herself in the smallest heap of hay. Her father enters the field, runs howling about it in search of her, cannot find her, and begins to upset the different haycocks, all the while growling and gnashing his gleaming white fangs in his rage at her having escaped him. The foam flakes drop at every step from his mouth, and his skin is reeking with sweat. Before he has reached the smallest bundle of hay his strength leaves him, he feels exhaustion begin to creep over him, and he retires to the forest.


The king goes out hunting every clay; one of his dogs carries food to the hayfield, which has most unaccountably been neglected by the hay-makers for three days. The king, following the dog, discovers the fair damsel, not exactly “in the straw,” but up to her neck in hay. She is carried, hay and all, to the palace, where she becomes his wife, making only one stipulation before becoming his bride, and that is, that no beggar shall be permitted to enter the palace.


After some years a beggar does get in, the beggar being, of course, none other than her were-wolf father. He steals upstairs, enters the nursery, cuts the throats of the two children borne by the queen to her lord, and lays the knife under her pillow.


In the morning, the king, supposing his wife to be the murderess, drives her from home, with the dead princes hung about her neck. A hermit comes to the rescue, and restores the babies to life. The king finds out his mistake, is reunited to the lady out of the hay, and the were-wolf is cast off a high cliff into the sea, and that is the end of him. 


The king, the queen, and the princes live happily, and may be living yet, for no notice of their death has appeared in the newspaper.
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The principality of the Asturias is a country where oaks, chestnuts, and silver firs grow in the greatest luxuriance. It was the mountain refuge of the ancient Spaniard, who resisted and remained unconquered by either the Roman or the Moor. It was the cradle of the Hispano-Gothic monarchy, and was more difficult of access than most parts of Spain. It was therefore less exposed to Moorish invasion. The climate is damp, and very cold in winter, though temperate in summer. The principal business carried on there is cattle-breeding.


The peasants live in the greatest freedom; they can own land and cultivate it for themselves; and moreover they are secure from robbers, who would find but poor booty in such a lonely and sequestered region. The farms and cottages consequently look more comfortable and well-to-do than those of the same class in Galicia.


The following legend is one which is common to many mountainous places all over the world, and was told to me by one of the Basque servants who are often to be found in the Pyrenees. She said:


•   •   •   •   •


I was brought up in a country where forests abound, and where the road to the nearest market-town lay through those deep dark glades with not a hut or a hovel anywhere near. I was the youngest of thirteen children, and when most of my sisters and brothers went to Madrid and elsewhere and started in life for themselves, of course a great deal of the work fell upon my shoulders. I had the cattle to pasture, the pigs to fatten, the fowls to feed, the fish to catch, the cotton and wool to spin, and to sell in the market-town, besides all the cooking and household work to do.


At one time my father was absent on business. He had to sell some cattle, and as very often he was obliged to go a long way off before he could get the price that he asked, we never expected his return until he appeared. It so happened that during his absence the funds ran short. My mother was more than half paralyzed, and could hardly speak distinctly enough to direct me in what was to be done.


At length we came to our last penny. The meal and flour barrels were almost empty. I did not know what to do. I hardly liked to leave my poor sick mother alone, or for strangers to take care of; and yet, we had so little to eat until my father could possibly come back that a journey to the nearest market-town seemed inevitable. I put it off from day to day. I killed as many of the oldest fowls as were available, and caught fish in the nearest river with my hands. The winter was an unusually severe one, and the weather was bitterly cold. The snow was nearly two feet deep, and fortunately for me the rivers were frozen over, so that I could stand on the ice, break a hole in it and stir up the stiff half-frozen fish in their holes with a big stick, and catch them before they had time to slip away.


At last, however, everything came to an end. The meal and flour barrels were empty, the river was so hard frozen that I could not catch the fish, and starvation stared us in the face. My father did not return, and my mother whimpered like a sick child at the short commons which I was forced to give her. One morning, therefore, I started off” to the nearest market-town, which was five miles away, for I could not see my mother starve. I left her in the care of a friend, who lived a mile and a half away, but who came over when there was urgent need. I was well wrapped up, and carried my basket of spun thread on my arm to sell.


It took me hours to make my way through the drifts, and it was late before I turned my face towards home. I had made a lucky marketing, had sold my thread for quite a large sum, and with my basket full of the most necessary things, and with the barrels of meal and of flour promised in a couple of days, I trudged along the snow-tracks as happy as a queen. It was dark when I was still a couple of miles from home, and I lit my lantern and trotted along without a thought of fear.


About a mile away from home, I met an old man wrapped in a tattered brown cloak huddled up to the chin, with a battered old felt hat on, and a stick. He walked very lame, and looked blue with the cold. As I passed him he besought me to give him something to eat, as he had not tasted food that day. He looked so starved, so poor, and so wretched that I broke off a large piece of bread from the loaf in my basket, and gave it to him. He snatched it from my hand like a wild animal, and I watched him eat with a feeling of pleasure that I had at any rate kept life in one hungry human being. I noticed that as he eat his bread, his teeth were sharp and pointed; and as the darkness deepened more and more, that his eyes had a queer long shape, and turned green and narrow. But at fifteen years old one has no ill-thoughts of people, so I thanked our Lady of Angustias for permitting me to help one of her children in his extremity, and thought no more of that queer look. He shrank from me, as I made the sign of the cross, with such a sudden movement that I caught him by the arm to steady him. Nothing more happened till we got home.


At the door I said: “Poor man, you seem so very weak and ill, and it is so bitterly cold, that I am sure my mother will give you shelter and food for tonight, and you can continue your journey in the morning.”


“I shall be very grateful if you will do so,” he replied; and again as he smiled his teeth appeared sharp and pointed, and his eyes narrowed and turned green. In a minute, however, the look had passed, and for the first time in my life I got frightened, the more so because the house-dog, who came bounding to meet me, suddenly turned cowering away, shivering as though he had the ague, and howling as loud as he could, while he crouched close to the wall near his kennel.


As he passed the sheepfolds and pigpens, the animals all ran into the farthest corners, while the hens tumbled over each other in their fright, and lay on the floor in the remotest part of the roost. I thought all this was very strange, but said nothing; only I wished that I had not asked this man to pass the night under our roof. As soon as we got into the house, a little tiny kitten, which was a pet of my mother’s and always lay on her lap, began to spit, humped up its back, waved its tail, and disappeared under the bed, where it remained all the evening.


“The animals seem to be dreadfully afraid of me,” the old man said as he entered; “and I am so fond of them. “Again his teeth looked sharp and pointed, and his eyes were longer and greener than ever.


Strange to say, my mother took the greatest fancy to him. She offered him food and shelter, and pressed him to stay. I was really much astonished, for she usually disliked all strangers, and dreaded the sight of a new face.


I cooked the supper and placed it on the table, and among the dishes was a small plate of stewed kid, which I had got as a relish for my mother. To my amazement the old man snatched it from my mother”s hand, and before our very eyes eat the whole plateful, his teeth sharpening and his eyes growing narrow as he snapped and snarled at his food.


“I am afraid of him,” my mother said to me in her broken way, after I had shown the stranger to my room, which was the only one we had to offer him.


“Why, I thought you liked him very much when he first came,” I answered.


“I did,” returned my mother, more plainly than she had spoken for months; “but he is dangerous, and you must keep watch with those.” Here she pointed to some firearms that hung over the fireplace in the kitchen where we were sitting.


My peace of mind, as may be imagined, was broken for the night, and I determined that at all risks I would sit up. If nothing happened, so much the better. If anything did occur, I should be on the spot. The kitchen led into my mother’s room, so I determined that I would remain there. For if the stranger was a thief, he would have to pass through the kitchen first.


It was an awful night outside. The wind blew in great gusts, and the snow fell thick and fast, covering the ground for miles around with a heavy white blanket. In spite of the weather, however, I went to the kennel, unchained my good Moro, and gave him some food. He was only too glad to get into a snug warm place, and lay down quietly before the fire in the kitchen. Then I went to the sheep, pigs, and hens, and folded them all cozily for the night. Then I hunted up the little kitten, who came from under the bed most willingly, although she still shivered very much. She took her supper near Moro at the fire, and I shut up the house for the night.


I shut the kitchen door because it was cold, took down my father’s old-fashioned blunderbuss, and a thick stick, which hung over the fireplace, and loaded the former. I took the kitten on my knee, while Moro lay down at my feet, and after some time, listening to my mother’s even, gentle breathing, I fell sound asleep. I suppose I may have been asleep a couple of hours, when Moro waked me by the most unearthly howl. The kitten was spitting and crying on my knee, and I perceived by the light of the small oil-lamp that the kitchen door was wide open, and that a huge wolf was standing in the doorway, his green, narrow eyes glaring, his teeth pointed and snarling, all ready for a spring. In a moment I fired my gun, which took effect in the side of my foe; and I was just going to brain the huge beast with the loaded stick when I saw that it was the body of the old man whom we had housed that was lying on the floor before me.


He was so terribly wounded and so evidently dying that I left him, to soothe and reassure my mother, who was very much frightened, and cried out for me to come to her. After I had coaxed her to sleep again, I returned to the wolf, whom I found just alive. Looking up into my face he gasped:


“You have done me a real kindness in ridding me of this dreadful life, and I thank you.”


I said one or two prayers over him, and watched him till dawn, when he died. I took him out into the woods behind the house, dug him a grave, and buried him.


When my mother awoke she was insane. The next day my father returned, and he and my confessor were the only people to whom I confided the horrors of that night.


A few days later we heard that a huge wolf, which had made great havoc and ravages among the flocks of the neighboring farmers, had been missing for a day or two, and was supposed to have met his fate at last.





Spanish Legendary Tales (1885)





Morraha

A WEST IRISH FOLK-TALE

Collected and Translated by

 William Larminie

1893







Morraha rose in the morning and washed his hands and face, and said his prayers, and ate his food; and he asked God to prosper the day for him; and he went down to the brink of the sea, and he saw a currach, short and green, coming towards him; and in it there was but one youthful champion, and he playing hurly from prow to stern of the currach. He had a hurl of gold and a ball of silver; and he stopped not till the currach was in on the shore; and he drew her up on the green grass, and put fastening on her for a day and a year, whether he should be there all that time or should only be on land for an hour by the clock. And Morraha saluted the young man in words intelligent, intelligible, such as (were spoken) at that time; and the other saluted him in the same fashion, and asked him would he play a game of cards with him; and Morraha said that he had not the wherewithal; and the other answered that he was never without a candle or the making of it; and he put his hand in his pocket and drew out a table and two chairs and a pack of cards, and they sat down on the chairs and went to the card-playing. The first game Morraha won, and the slender red champion bade him make his claim; and he said that the land above him should be filled with stock of sheep in the morning. It was well; and he played no second game, but home he went.


The next day Morraha went to the brink of the sea, and the young man came in the currach and asked him would he play cards; and they played; and Morraha won. And the young man bade him make his claim; and he said that the land above should be filled with cattle in the morning. It was well; and he played no other game, but went home.


And on the third morning Morraha went to the brink of the sea, and he saw the young man coming. And he drew up his boat on the shore and asked him would he play cards. And they played, and Morraha won the game; and the young man bade him give his claim. And he said he should have a castle and of women the finest and the fairest; and they were his. It was well; and the young man went away.


On the fourth day the woman asked him how he had found himself, and he told her. “And I am going out” (said he) “to play again today.”


“I cross” (forbid) “you to go again to him. If you have won so much, you will lose more; and have no more to do with him.”


But he went against her will, and he saw the currach coming; and the young man was driving his balls from end to end of the currach; he had balls of silver and a hurl of gold, and he stopped not till he drew his boat on the shore, and made her fast for a year and a day. And Morraha and he saluted each other; and he asked Morraha if he would play a game of cards, and they played, and he won. And Morraha said to him, “Give your claim now.”


Said he, “You will hear it too soon. I lay on you the bonds of the art of the druid, not to sleep two nights in one house, nor finish a second meal at the one table, till you bring me the sword of light and news of the death of Anshgayliacht.”


He went home to his wife and sat down in a chair, and gave a groan, and the chair broke in pieces.


“It is the son of a king under spells you are,” said his wife; “and you had better have taken my counsel than that the spells should be on you.”


He said to her to bring news of the death of Anshgayliacht and the sword of light to the slender red champion.


“Go out,” said she, “in the morning of the morrow, and take the bridle in the window, and shake it; and whatever beast, handsome or ugly, puts the head in it, take that one with you. Do not speak a word to her till she speaks to you; and take with you three pint bottles of ale and three sixpenny loaves, and do the thing she tells you; and when she runs to my father’s land, on a height above the court, she will shake herself, and the bells will ring, and my father will say Brown Allree is in the land. And if the son of a king or queen is there, bring him to me on your shoulders; but if it is the son of a poor man, let him come no further.”


He rose in the morning, and took the bridle that was in the window, and went out and shook it; and Brown Allree came and put her head in it. And he took the three loaves and three bottles of ale, and went riding; and when he was riding she bent her head down to take hold of her feet with her mouth, in hopes he would speak in ignorance; but he spoke not a word during the time, and the mare at last spoke to him, and said to him to dismount and give her her dinner. He gave her the sixpenny loaf toasted, and a bottle of ale to drink. “Sit up now riding, and take good heed of yourself: there are three miles of fire I have to clear at a leap.”


She cleared the three miles of fire at a leap, and asked if he were riding, and he said he was. They went on then, and she told him to dismount and give her a meal; and he did so, and gave her a sixpenny loaf and a bottle; and she consumed them, and said to him there were before them three miles of hill covered with steel thistles, and that she must clear it. And she cleared the hill with a leap, and she asked him if he were still riding, and he said he was. They went on, and she went not far before she told him to give her a meal, and he gave her the bread and the bottleful. And she went over three miles of sea with a leap, and she came then to the land of the King of France; and she went up on a height above the castle, and she shook herself and neighed, and the bells rang; and the king said that it was Brown Allree was in the land. “Go out,” said he, “and if it is the son of a king or queen, carry him in on your shoulders; if it is not, leave him there.”


They went out; and the stars of the son of a king were on his breast; and they lifted him high on their shoulders and bore him in to the king. And they passed the night cheerfully, with playing and with drinking, with sport and with diversion, till the whiteness of the day came upon the morrow morning.


Then the young king told the cause of his journey, and he asked of the queen her counsel and consent, and to give him counsel and good luck, and the woman told him everything she advised him to do. “Go now,” said she, “and take with you the best mare in the stable, and go to the door of Rough Niall of the speckled rock, and knock, and call on him to give you news of the death of Anshgayliacht and the sword of light; and let the horse’s back be to the door, and apply the spurs, and away with you.”


And in the morning he did so, and he took the best horse from the stable and rode to the door of Niall, and turned the horse’s back to the door, and demanded news of the death of Anshgayliacht and the sword of light; and he applied the spurs, and away with him. And Niall followed him, and, as he was passing the gate, cut the horse in two. And the mother was there with a dish of puddings and flesh, and she threw it in his eyes and blinded him, and said, “Fool, whatever kind of man it is that’s mocking you, isn’t that a fine condition you have got on your father’s horse?”


On the morning of the next day, Morraha rose, and took another horse from the stable, and went again to the door of Niall, and knocked and demanded news of the death of Anshgayliacht and the sword of light, and applied the spurs to the horse and away with him. And Niall followed, and as he was passing the gate, cut the horse in two and took half the saddle with him; and his mother met him and threw the flesh in his eyes and blinded him.


And on the third day, Morraha went also to the door of Niall; and Niall followed him, and as he was passing the gate, cut away the saddle from under him and the clothes from his back. Then his mother said to Niall—


“Whatever fool it is that’s mocking you, he is out yonder in the little currach, going home; and take good heed to yourself, and don’t sleep one wink for three days.”


And for three days the little currach was there before him, and then his mother came to him and said—


“Sleep as much as you want now. He is gone.”


And he went to sleep, and there was heavy sleep on him, and Morraha went in and took hold of the sword that was on the bed at his head. And the sword thought to draw itself out of the hand of Morraha; but it failed. And then it gave a cry, and it wakened Niall, and Niall said it was a rude and rough thing to come into his house like that; and said Morraha to him—


“Leave your much talking, or I will cut the head off you. Tell me the news of the death of Anshgayliacht.”


“Oh, you can have my head.”


“But your head is no good to me; tell me the story.”


“Oh,” said Niall’s wife, “you must get the story.”


“Oh” [said Morraha], “is the woman your wife?”


“Oh,” said the man, “it is not you who have the story.”


“Oh,” said she, “you will tell it to us.”


“Well,” said the man, “let us sit down together till I tell the story. I thought no one would ever get it; but now it will be heard by all.”


#####  THE STORY.


(The Story is from the narrative of Terence Davis, of Renvyle, co. Galway.)


When I was growing up, my mother taught me the language of the birds; and when I got married, I used to be listening to their conversation; and I would be laughing; and my wife would be asking me what was the reason of my laughing, but I did not like to tell her, as women are always asking questions. We went out walking one fine morning, and the birds were arguing with one another. One of them said to another—


“Why should you be making comparison with me, when there is not a king nor knight that does not come to look at my tree?”


“Oh, what advantage has your tree over mine, on which there are three rods of magic and mastery growing?”


When I heard them arguing, and knew that the rods were there, I began to laugh.


“Oh,” asked my wife, “why are you always laughing? I believe it is at myself you are jesting, and I’ll walk with you no more.”


“Oh, it is not about you I am laughing. It is because I understand the language of the birds.”


Then I had to tell her what the birds were saying to one another; and she was greatly delighted, and she asked me to go home, and she gave orders to the cook to have breakfast ready at six o’clock in the morning. I did not know why she was going out early, and breakfast was ready in the morning at the hour she appointed. She asked me to go out walking. I went with her. She went to the tree, and asked me to cut a rod for her.


“Oh, I will not cut it. Are we not better without it?”


“I will not leave this until I get the rod, to see if there is any good in it.”


I cut the rod and gave it to her. She turned from me and struck a blow on a stone, and changed it; and she struck a second blow on me, and made of me a black raven, and she went home and left me after her. I thought she would come back; she did not come, and I had to go into a tree till morning. In the morning, at six o’clock, there was a bellman out, proclaiming that everyone who killed a raven would get a fourpenny bit. At last you would not find man or boy without a gun, nor, if you were to walk three miles, a raven that was not killed. I had to make a nest in the top of the parlor chimney, and hide myself all day till night came, and go out to pick up a bit to support me, till I spent a month. Here she is herself (to say) if it is a lie I am telling.


“It is not,” said she.


Then I saw her out walking. I went up to her, and I thought she would turn me back to my own shape, and she struck me with the rod and made of me an old white horse, and she ordered me to be put to a cart with a man, to draw stones from morning till night. I was worse off then. She spread abroad a report that I had died suddenly in my bed, and prepared a coffin, and waked and buried me. Then she had no trouble. But when I got tired I began to kill everyone who came near me, and I used to go into the haggard every night and destroy the stacks of corn; and when a man came near me in the morning I would follow him till I broke his bones. Everyone got afraid of me. When she saw I was doing mischief she came to meet me, and I thought she would change me. And she did change me, and made a fox of me. When I saw she was doing me every sort of damage I went away from her. I knew there was a badger’s hole in the garden, and I went there till night came, and I made great slaughter among the geese and ducks. There she is herself to say if I am telling a lie.


“Oh! you are telling nothing but the truth, only less than the truth.”


When she had enough of my killing the fowl she came out into the garden, for she knew I was in the badger’s hole. She came to me and made me a wolf. I had to be off, and go to an island, where no one at all would see me, and now and then I used to be killing sheep, for there were not many of them, and I was afraid of being seen and hunted; and so I passed a year, till a shepherd saw me among the sheep, and a pursuit was made after me. And when the dogs came near me there was no place for me to escape to from them; but I recognized the sign of the king among the men, and I made for him, and the king cried out to stop the hounds. I took a leap upon the front of the king’s saddle, and the woman behind cried out, “My king and my lord, kill him, or he will kill you!”


“Oh! he will not kill me. He knew me; he must be pardoned.”


And the king took me home with him, and gave orders I should be well cared for. I was so wise, when I got food, I would not eat one morsel until I got a knife and fork. The man told the king, and the king came to see if it was true, and I got a knife and fork, and I took the knife in one paw and the fork in the other, and I bowed to the king. The king gave orders to bring him drink, and it came; and the king filled a glass of wine and gave it to me.


I took hold of it in my paw and drank it, and thanked the king.


“Oh, on my honor, it is some king or other has lost him, when he came on the island; and I will keep him, as he is trained; and perhaps he will serve us yet.”


And this is the sort of king he was — a king who had not a child living. Eight sons were born to him and three daughters, and they were stolen the same night they were born. No matter what guard was placed over them, the child would be gone in the morning. The queen was now carrying the twelfth child, and when she was lying in the king took me with him to watch the baby. The women were not satisfied with me.


“Oh,” said the king, “what was all your watching ever? One that was born to me I have not; and I will leave this one in the dog’s care, and he will not let it go.”


A coupling was put between me and the cradle, and when everyone went to sleep I was watching till the person woke who attended in the daytime; but I was there only two nights, when it was near the day, I saw the hand coming down through the chimney, and the hand was so big that it took round the child altogether, and thought to take him away. I caught hold of the hand above the wrist, and as I was fastened to the cradle, I did not let go my hold till I cut the hand from the wrist, and there was a howl from the person without. I laid the hand in the cradle with the child, and as I was tired I fell asleep; and when I awoke, I had neither child nor hand; and I began to howl, and the king heard me, and he cried out that something was wrong with me, and he sent servants to see what was the matter with me, and when the messenger came, he saw me covered with blood, and he could not see the child; and he went to the king and told him the child was not to be got. The king came and saw the cradle colored with the blood, and he cried out “where was the child gone?” and everyone said it was the dog had eaten it.


The king said: “It is not: loose him, and he will get the pursuit himself.”


When I was loosed, I found the scent of the blood till I came to a door of the room in which the child was. I went to the king and took hold of him, and went back again and began to tear at the door. The king followed me and asked for the key. The servant said it was in the room of the stranger woman. The king caused search to be made for her, and she was not to be found. “I will break the door,” said the king, “as I can’t get the key.” The king broke the door, and I went in, and went to the trunk, and the king asked for a key to unlock it. He got no key, and he broke the lock. When he opened the trunk, the child and the hand were stretched side by side, and the child was asleep. The king took the hand and ordered a woman to come for the child, and he showed the hand to everyone in the house. But the stranger woman was gone, and she did not see the king; and here she is herself (to say) if I am telling lies of her.


“Oh, it’s nothing but the truth you have!”


The king did not allow me to be tied any more. He said there was nothing so much to wonder at as that I cut the hand off, and I tied.


The child was growing till he was a year old. And he was beginning to walk, and there was no one caring for him more than I was. He was growing till he was three, and he was running out every minute; so the king ordered a silver chain to be put between me and the child, so that he might not go away from me. I was out with him in the garden every day, and the king was as proud as the world of the child. He would be watching him every place we went, till the child grew so wise that he would loose the chain and get off. But one day that he loosed it I failed to find him; and I ran into the house and searched the house, but there was no getting him for me. The king cried to go out and find the child, that he had got loose from the dog. They went searching for him, but they could not find him. When they failed altogether to find him, there remained no more favor with the king towards me, and everyone disliked me, and I grew weak, for I did not get a morsel to eat half the time. When summer came, I said I would try and go home to my own country. I went away one fine morning, and I went swimming, and God helped me till I came home. I went into the garden, for I knew there was a place in the garden where I could hide myself, for fear she should see me. In the morning I saw my wife out walking, and my child with her, held by the hand. I pushed out to see the child, and as he was looking about him everywhere, he saw me and called out, “I see my shaggy papa. Oh!” said he; “oh, my heart’s love, my shaggy papa, come here till I see you!”


I was afraid the woman would see me, as she was asking the child where he saw me, and he said I was up in a tree; and the more the child called me, the more I hid myself. The woman took the child home with her, but I knew he would be up early in the morning.


I went to the parlor window, and the child was within, and he playing. When he saw me he cried out, “Oh! my heart’s love, come here till I see you, shaggy papa.” I broke the window and went in, and he began to kiss me. I saw the rod in front of the chimney, and I jumped up at the rod and knocked it down. “Oh! my heart’s love, no one would give me the pretty rod.” I thought he would strike me with the rod, but he did not. When I saw the time was short I raised my paw, and I gave him a scratch below the knee. “Oh! you naughty, dirty, shaggy papa, you have hurt me so much, I’ll give yourself a blow of the rod.” He struck me a light blow, and as there was no one sin on him, I came back to my own shape again. When he saw a man standing before him he gave a cry, and I took him up in my arms. The servants heard the child. A maid came in to see what was the matter with him. When she saw me she gave a cry out of her, and she said, “Oh, my soul to God, if the master isn’t come to life again!”


Another came in, and said it was he really. And when the mistress heard of it, she came to see with her own eyes, for she would not believe I was there; and when she saw me she said she’d drown herself. And I said to her, “If you yourself will keep the secret, no living man will ever get the story from me until I lose my head.”


Many’s the man has come asking for the story, and I never let one return; but now everyone will know it, but she is as much to blame as I. I gave you my head on the spot, and a thousand welcomes, and she cannot say I have been telling anything but the truth.


“Oh! surely; nor are you now.”


When I saw I was in a man’s shape, I said I would take the child back to his father and mother, as I knew the grief they were in after him. I got a ship, and took the child with me; and when I was journeying I came to land on an island, and I saw not a living soul on it, only a court dark and gloomy. I went in to see was there anyone in it. There was no one but an old hag, tall and frightful, and she asked me, “What sort of person are you?” I heard someone groaning in another room, and I said I was a doctor, and I asked her what ailed the person who was groaning.


“Oh,” said she, “it is my son, whose hand has been bitten from his wrist by a dog.”


I knew then it was the boy who was taking the child from me, and I said I would cure him if I got a good reward.


“I have nothing; but there are eight young lads and three young women, as handsome as anyone ever laid eyes on, and if you cure him I will give you them.”


“But tell me in what place his hand was cut from him?”


“Oh, it was out in another country, twelve years ago.”


“Show me the way, that I may see him.”


She brought me into a room, so that I saw him, and his arm was swelled up to the shoulder. He asked if I would cure him; and I said I would cure him if he would give me the reward his mother promised.


“Oh, I will give it; but cure me.”


“Well, bring them out to me.”


The hag brought them out of the room. I said I should burn the flesh that was on his arm. When I looked on him he was howling with pain. I said that I would not leave him in pain long. The thief had only one eye in his forehead. I took a bar of iron, and put it in the fire till it was red, and I said to the hag, “He will be howling at first, but will fall asleep presently, and do not wake him till he has slept as much as he wants. I will close the door when I am going out.” I took the bar with me, and I stood over him, and I turned it across through his eye as far as I could. He began to bellow, and tried to catch me, but I was out and away, having closed the door. The hag asked me, “Why is he bellowing?”


“Oh, he will be quiet presently, and will sleep for a good while, and I’ll come again to have a look at him; but bring me out the young men and the young women.”


I took them with me, and I said to her, “Tell me where you got them.”


“Oh, my son brought them with him, and they are all the offspring of the one king.”


I was well satisfied, and I had no liking for delay to get myself free from the hag, and I took them on board the ship, and the child I had myself. I thought the king might leave me the child I nursed myself; but when I came to land, and all those young people with me, the king and queen were out walking. The king was very aged, and the queen aged likewise. When I came to converse with them, and the twelve with me, the king and queen began to cry. I asked, “Why are you crying?”


“Oh, it is for good cause I am crying. As many children as these I should have, and now I am withered, gray, at the end of my life, and I have not one at all.”


“Oh, belike you will yet have plenty.”


I told him all I went through, and I gave him the child in his hand, and “These are your other children who were stolen from you, whom I am giving to you safe. They are gently reared.”


When the king heard who they were he smothered them with kisses and drowned them with tears, and dried them with fine cloths silken and the hair of his own head, and so also did their mother, and great was his welcome for me, as it was I who found them all. And the king said to me, “I will give you your own child, as it is you who have earned him best; but you must come to my court every year, and the child with you, and I will share with you my possessions.”


“Oh, I have enough of my own, and after my death I will leave it to the child.”


I spent a time, till my visit was over, and I told the king all the troubles I went through, only I said nothing about my wife. And now you have the story.


[The remainder is from P. McGrale’s  version.]


And now when you go home, and the slender red champion asks you for news of the death of Anshgayliacht and for the sword of light, tell him the way in which his brother was killed, and say you have the sword; and he will ask the sword from you; and say you to him, “If I promised to bring it to you, I did not promise to bring it for you;” and then throw the sword into the air and it will come back to me.


He went home, and he told the story of the death of Anshgayliacht to the slender red champion, “And here,” said he, “is the sword.” And the slender red champion asked for the sword, and he said, “If I promised to bring it to you, I did not promise to bring it for you;” and he threw it into the air and it returned to Blue Niall.
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Once upon a time an Indian hunter built himself a house in the middle of a great forest, far away from all his tribe; for his heart was gentle and kind, and he was weary of the treachery and cruel deeds of those who had been his friends. So he left them, and took his wife and three children, and they journeyed on until they found a spot near to a clear stream, where they began to cut down trees, and to make ready their wigwam. For many years they lived peacefully and happily in this sheltered place, never leaving it except to hunt the wild animals, which served them both for food and clothes. At last, however, the strong man felt sick, and before long he knew he must die.


So he gathered his family round him, and said his last words to them. “You, my wife, the companion of my days, will follow me ere many moons have waned to the island of the blest. But for you, O my children, whose lives are but newly begun, the wickedness, unkindness, and ingratitude from which I fled are before you. Yet I shall go hence in peace, my children, if you will promise always to love each other, and never to forsake your youngest brother.”


“Never!” they replied, holding out their hands. And the hunter died content.


Scarcely eight moons had passed when, just as he had said, the wife went forth, and followed her husband; but before leaving her children she bade the two elder ones think of their promise never to forsake the younger, for he was a child, and weak. And while the snow lay thick upon the ground, they tended him and cherished him; but when the earth showed green again, the heart of the young man stirred within him, and he longed to see the wigwams of the village where his father’s youth was spent.


Therefore he opened all his heart to his sister, who answered: “My brother, I understand your longing for our fellow-men, whom here we cannot see. But remember our father’s words. Shall we not seek our own pleasures, and forget the little one?”


But he would not listen, and, making no reply, he took his bow and arrows and left the hut. The snows fell and melted, yet he never returned; and at last the heart of the girl grew cold and hard, and her little boy became a burden in her eyes, till one day she spoke thus to him: “See, there is food for many days to come. Stay here within the shelter of the hut. I go to seek our brother, and when I have found him I shall return hither.”


But when, after hard journeying, she reached the village where her brother dwelt, and saw that he had a wife and was happy, and when she, too, was sought by a young brave, then she also forgot the boy alone in the forest, and thought only of her husband.


Now as soon as the little boy had eaten all the food which his sister had left him, he went out into the woods, and gathered berries and dug up roots, and while the sun shone he was contented and had his fill. But when the snows began and the wind howled, then his stomach felt empty and his limbs cold, and he hid in trees all the night, and only crept out to eat what the wolves had left behind. And by-and-by, having no other friends, he sought their company, and sat by while they devoured their prey, and they grew to know him, and gave him food. And without them he would have died in the snow.


But at last the snows melted, and the ice upon the great lake, and as the wolves went down to the shore, the boy went after them. And it happened one day that his big brother was fishing in his canoe near the shore, and he heard the voice of a child singing in the Indian tone—



 “My brother, my brother!

I am becoming a wolf,

 I am becoming a wolf!”




And when he had so sung he howled as wolves howl. Then the heart of the elder sunk, and he hastened towards him, crying, “Brother, little brother, come to me;” but he, being half a wolf, only continued his song. And the louder the elder called him, “Brother, little brother, come to me,” the swifter he fled after his brothers the wolves, and the heavier grew his skin, till, with a long howl, he vanished into the depths of the forest.


So, with shame and anguish in his soul, the elder brother went back to his village, and, with his sister, mourned the little boy and the broken promise till the end of his life.





The Yellow Fairy Book (1894)

(Re-telling of  “Wolf Brother” from 1852 edition of  Historical and Statistical Information Respecting the History, Condition and Prospects of the Indian Tribes of the United States by  Henry Rowe Schoolcraft [1793-1864].)
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Once upon a time there was a king who had three daughters; they were all beautiful, but the youngest was the fairest of the three. Now it happened that one day their father had to set out for a tour in a distant part of his kingdom. Before he left, his youngest daughter made him promise to bring her back a wreath of wild flowers. When the king was ready to return to his palace, he bethought himself that he would like to take home presents to each of his three daughters; so he went into a jeweler’s shop, and bought a beautiful necklace for the eldest princess; then he went to a rich merchant’s and bought a dress embroidered in gold and silver thread for the second princess, but in none of the flower shops nor in the market could he find the wreath of wild flowers that his youngest daughter had set her heart on. So he had to set out on his homeward way without it. Now his journey led him through a thick forest. While he was still about four miles distant from his palace, he noticed a white wolf squatting on the roadside, and, behold! on the head of the wolf, there was a wreath of wild flowers.


Then the king called to the coachman, and ordered him to get down from his seat and fetch him the wreath from the wolf’s head. But the wolf heard the order and said: “My lord and king, I will let you have the wreath, but I must have something in return.”


“What do you want?” answered the king. “I will gladly give you rich treasure in exchange for it.”


“I do not want rich treasure,” replied the wolf. “Only promise to give me the first thing that meets you on your way to your castle. In three days I shall come and fetch it.”


And the king thought to himself: “I am still a good long way from home, I am sure to meet a wild animal or a bird on the road, it will be quite safe to promise.” So he consented, and carried the wreath away with him. But all along the road he met no living creature till he turned into the palace gates, where his youngest daughter was waiting to welcome him home.


That evening the king was very sad, remembering his promise; and when he told the queen what had happened, she too shed bitter tears. And the youngest princess asked them why they both looked so sad, and why they wept. Then her father told her what a price he would have to pay for the wreath of wild flowers he had brought home to her, for in three days a white wolf would come and claim her and carry her away, and they would never see her again. But the queen thought and thought, and at last she hit upon a plan.


There was in the palace a servant maid the same age and the same height as the princess, and the queen dressed her up in a beautiful dress belonging to her daughter, and determined to give her to the white wolf, who would never know the difference.


On the third day the wolf strode into the palace yard and up the great stairs, to the room where the king and queen were seated.


“I have come to claim your promise,” he said. “Give me your youngest daughter.”


Then they led the servant maid up to him, and he said to her: “You must mount on my back, and I will take you to my castle.” And with these words he swung her on to his back and left the palace.


When they reached the place where he had met the king and given him the wreath of wild flowers, he stopped, and told her to dismount that they might rest a little.


So they sat down by the roadside.


“I wonder,” said the wolf, “what your father would do if this forest belonged to him?”


And the girl answered: “My father is a poor man, so he would cut down the trees, and saw them into planks, and he would sell the planks, and we should never be poor again; but would always have enough to eat.”


Then the wolf knew that he had not got the real princess, and he swung the servant-maid on to his back and carried her to the castle. And he strode angrily into the king’s chamber, and spoke.


“Give me the real princess at once. If you deceive me again I will cause such a storm to burst over your palace that the walls will fall in, and you will all be buried in the ruins.”


Then the king and the queen wept, but they saw there was no escape. So they sent for their youngest daughter, and the king said to her: “Dearest child, you must go with the white wolf, for I promised you to him, and I must keep my word.”


So the princess got ready to leave her home; but first she went to her room to fetch her wreath of wild flowers, which she took with her. Then the white wolf swung her on his back and bore her away. But when they came to the place where he had rested with the servant-maid, he told her to dismount that they might rest for a little at the roadside. Then he turned to her and said: “I wonder what your father would do if this forest belonged to him?”


And the princess answered: “My father would cut down the trees and turn it into a beautiful park and gardens, and he and his courtiers would come and wander among the glades in the summer time.”


“This is the real princess,” said the wolf to himself. But aloud he said: “Mount once more on my back, and I will bear you to my castle.”


And when she was seated on his back he set out through the woods, and he ran, and ran, and ran, till at last he stopped in front of a stately courtyard, with massive gates.


“This is a beautiful castle,” said the princess, as the gates swung back and she stepped inside. “If only I were not so far away from my father and my mother!”


But the wolf answered: “At the end of a year we will pay a visit to your father and mother.”


And at these words the white furry skin slipped from his back, and the princess saw that he was not a wolf at all, but a beautiful youth, tall and stately; and he gave her his hand, and led her up the castle stairs.


One day, at the end of half a year, he came into her room and said: “My dear one, you must get ready for a wedding. Your eldest sister is going to be married, and I will take you to your father’s palace. When the wedding is over, I shall come and fetch you home. I will whistle outside the gate, and when you hear me, pay no heed to what your father or mother say, leave your dancing and feasting, and come to me at once; for if I have to leave without you, you will never find your way back alone through the forests.”


When the princess was ready to start, she found that he had put on his white fur skin, and was changed back into the wolf; and he swung her on to his back, and set out with her to her father’s palace, where he left her, while he himself returned home alone. But, in the evening, he went back to fetch her, and, standing outside the palace gate, he gave a long, loud whistle. In the midst of her dancing the princess heard the sound, and at once she went to him, and he swung her on his back and bore her away to his castle.


Again, at the end of half a year, the prince came into her room, as the white wolf, and said: “Dear heart, you must prepare for the wedding of your second sister. I will take you to your father’s palace today, and we will remain there together till tomorrow morning.”


So they went together to the wedding. In the evening, when the two were alone together, he dropped his fur skin, and, ceasing to be a wolf, became a prince again. Now they did not know that the princess’s mother was hidden in the room. When she saw the white skin lying on the floor, she crept out of the room, and sent a servant to fetch the skin and to burn it in the kitchen fire. The moment the flames touched the skin there was a fearful clap of thunder heard, and the prince disappeared out of the palace gate in a whirlwind, and returned to his palace alone.


But the princess was heartbroken, and spent the night weeping bitterly. Next morning she set out to find her way back to the castle, but she wandered through the woods and forests, and she could find no path or track to guide her. For fourteen days she roamed in the forest, sleeping under the trees, and living upon wild berries and roots, and at last she reached a little house. She opened the door and went in, and found the wind seated in the room all by himself, and she spoke to the wind and said: “Wind, have you seen the white wolf?”


And the wind answered: “All day and all night I have been blowing round the world, and I have only just come home; but I have not seen him.”


But he gave her a pair of shoes, in which, he told her, she would be able to walk a hundred miles with every step. Then she walked through the air till she reached a star, and she said: “Tell me, star, have you seen the white wolf?”


And the star answered: “I have been shining all night, and I have not seen him.”


But the star gave her a pair of shoes, and told her that if she put them on she would be able to walk two hundred miles at a stride. So she drew them on, and she walked to the moon, and she said: “Dear moon, have you not seen the white wolf?”


But the moon answered, “All night long I have been sailing through the heavens, and I have only just come home; but I did not see him.”


But he gave her a pair of shoes, in which she would be able to cover four hundred miles with every stride. So she went to the sun, and said: “Dear sun, have you seen the white wolf?”


And the sun answered, “Yes, I have seen him, and he has chosen another bride, for he thought you had left him, and would never return, and he is preparing for the wedding. But I will help you. Here are a pair of shoes. If you put these on you will be able to walk on glass or ice, and to climb the steepest places. And here is a spinning-wheel, with which you will be able to spin moss into silk. When you leave me you will reach a glass mountain. Put on the shoes that I have given you and with them you will be able to climb it quite easily. At the summit you will find the palace of the white wolf.”


Then the princess set out, and before long she reached the glass mountain, and at the summit she found the white wolf’s palace, as the sun had said.


But no one recognized her, as she had disguised herself as an old woman, and had wound a shawl round her head. Great preparations were going on in the palace for the wedding, which was to take place next day. Then the princess, still disguised as an old woman, took out her spinning-wheel, and began to spin moss into silk. And as she spun the new bride passed by, and seeing the moss turn into silk, she said to the old woman: “Little mother, I wish you would give me that spinning-wheel.”


And the princess answered, “I will give it to you if you will allow me to sleep tonight on the mat outside the prince’s door.”


And the bride replied, “Yes, you may sleep on the mat outside the door.”


So the princess gave her the spinning-wheel. And that night, winding the shawl all round her, so that no one could recognize her, she lay down on the mat outside the white wolf’s door. And when everyone in the palace was asleep she began to tell the whole of her story. She told how she had been one of three sisters, and that she had been the youngest and the fairest of the three, and that her father had betrothed her to a white wolf. And she told how she had gone first to the wedding of one sister, and then with her husband to the wedding of the other sister, and how her mother had ordered the servant to throw the white fur skin into the kitchen fire. And then she told of her wanderings through the forest; and of how she had sought the white wolf weeping; and how the wind and star and moon and sun had befriended her, and had helped her to reach his palace. And when the white wolf heard all the story, he knew that it was his first wife, who had sought him, and had found him, after such great dangers and difficulties.


But he said nothing, for he waited till the next day, when many guests — kings and princes from far countries — were coming to his wedding. Then, when all the guests were assembled in the banqueting hall, he spoke to them and said: “Hearken to me, ye kings and princes, for I have something to tell you. I had lost the key of my treasure casket, so I ordered a new one to be made; but I have since found the old one. Now, which of these keys is the better?”


Then all the kings and royal guests answered: “Certainly the old key is better than the new one.”


“Then,” said the wolf, “if that is so, my former bride is better than my new one.”


And he sent for the new bride, and he gave her in marriage to one of the princes who was present, and then he turned to his guests, and said: “And here is my former bride” — and the beautiful princess was led into the room and seated beside him on his throne. “I thought she had forgotten me, and that she would never return. But she has sought me everywhere, and now we are together once more we shall never part again.”





Contes populaires de Lorraine (1886)
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Once upon a time, a long while ago, when the very flies wrote upon the walls more beautifully than the mind can picture, there lived an Emperor and an Empress who had three sons, and a very beautiful garden alongside their palace. At the bottom of this garden there grew an apple-tree, entirely of gold from the top to the bottom. The Emperor was wild with joy at the thought that he had in his garden an apple-tree, the like of which was not to be found in the wide world. He used to stand in front of it, and poke his nose into every part of it, and look at it again and again, till his eyes nearly started out of his head. One day he saw this tree bud, blossom, and form its fruit, which began to ripen before him. The Emperor twisted his mustache, and his mouth watered at the thought that the next day he would have a golden apple or two on his table, an unheard-of thing up to that moment since the world began.


Day had scarcely begun to dawn next morning, when the Emperor was already in the garden to feast his eyes to the full on the golden apples; but he almost went out of his mind when, instead of the ripened golden apples, he saw that the tree was budding anew, but of apples there was no sign. While he stood there he saw the tree blossom, the blossoms fall off, and the young fruit again appear.


At this sight his heart came back to him again, and he joyfully awaited the morrow, but on the morrow also the apples had gone — goodness knows where! The Emperor was very wroth. He commanded that the tree should be strictly guarded, and the thief seized; but, alas! where were they to find him?


The tree blossomed every day, put forth flowers, formed its fruit, and towards evening the fruit began to ripen. But in the middle of the night somebody always came and took away the fruit, without the Emperor’s watchers being aware of it. It was just as if it were done on purpose. Every night, sure enough, somebody came and took the apples, as if to mock at the Emperor and all his guards! So though this Emperor had the golden apple-tree in his garden, he not only never could have a golden apple on his table, but never even saw it ripen. At last the poor Emperor took it so to heart that he said he would give up his throne to whosoever would catch and bind the thief.


Then the sons of the Emperor came to him, and asked him to let them watch also. Great was the joy of the Emperor when he heard from the mouth of his eldest son the vow he made to lay hands upon the thief. So the Emperor gave him leave, and he set to work. The eldest son watched the first night, but he suffered the same disgrace that the other watchers had suffered before him.


On the second night the second son watched, but he was no cleverer than his brother, and returned to his father with his nose to the earth.


Both the brothers said that up to midnight they had watched well enough, but after that they could not keep their feet for weariness, but fell down in a deep sleep, and recollected nothing else.


The youngest son listened to all this in silence, but when his big brothers had told their story, he begged his father to let him watch too. Now, sad as his father was at being unable to find a valiant warrior to catch the thief, yet he burst out laughing when he heard the request of his youngest son. Nevertheless, he yielded at last, though only after much pressing, and now the youngest son set about guarding the tree.


When the evening had come, he took his bow, and his quiver full of arrows, and his sword, and went down into the garden. Here he chose out a lonely place, quite away from wall and tree, or any other place that he might have been able to lean against, and stood on the trunk of a felled tree, so that if he chanced to doze off, it might slip from under him and awake him. This he did, and when he had fallen two or three times, sleep forsook him, and weariness ceased to torment him.


Just as it was drawing nigh to dawn, at the hour when sleep is sweetest, he heard a fluttering in the air, as if a swarm of birds was approaching. He pricked up his ears, and heard something or other pecking away at the golden apples. He pulled an arrow from his quiver, placed it on his bow, and drew it with all his might — but nothing stirred. He drew his bow again — still there was nothing. When he had drawn it once more, he heard again the fluttering of wings, and was conscious that a flock of birds was flying away. He drew near to the golden apples, and perceived that the thief had not had time to take all of them. He had taken one here, and one there, but most of them still remained. As now he stood there he fancied he saw something shining on the ground. He stooped down and picked up the shining thing, and, lo and behold! it was two feathers entirely of gold.


When it was day he plucked the apples, placed them on a golden salver, and with the golden feathers in his hat, went to find his father. The Emperor, when he saw the apples, very nearly went out of his mind for joy; but he controlled himself, and proclaimed throughout the city that his youngest son had succeeded in saving the apples, and that the thief was discovered to be a flock of birds.


Boy-Beautiful now asked his father to let him go and search out the thief; but his father would hear of nothing but the long-desired apples, which he was never tired of feasting his eyes upon.


But the youngest son of the Emperor was not to be put off, and importuned his father till at last the Emperor, in order to get rid of him, gave him leave to go and seek the thief. So he got ready, and when he was about to depart, he took the golden feathers out of his cap, and gave them to his mother, the Empress, to keep for him till he returned. He took raiment and money for his journey, fastened his quiverful of arrows to his back, and his sword on his right hip, and with his bow in one hand and the reins in the other, and accompanied by a faithful servant, set off on his way. 


He went on and on, along roads more and more remote, till at last he came to a desert. Here he dismounted, and taking counsel with his faithful servant, hit upon a road that led to the east. They went on a good bit further, till they came to a vast and dense wood. Through this tangle of a wood they had to grope their way (and it was as much as they could do to do that), and presently they saw, a long way off, a great and terrible wolf, with a head of steel. They immediately prepared to defend themselves, and when they were within bow-shot of the wolf, Boy-Beautiful put his bow to his eye.


The wolf seeing this, cried: “Stay thy hand, Boy-Beautiful, and slay me not, and it will be well for thee one day!” Boy-Beautiful listened to him, and let his bow fall, and the wolf drawing nigh, asked them where they were going, and what they were doing in that wood, untrodden by the foot of man. Then Boy-Beautiful told him the whole story of the golden apples in his father’s garden, and said they were seeking after the thief.


The wolf told him that the thief was the Emperor of the Birds, who, whenever he set out to steal apples, took with him in his train all the birds of swiftest flight, that so they might strip the orchards more rapidly, and that these birds were to be found in the city on the confines of this wood. He also told them that the whole household of the Emperor of the Birds lived by the robbing of gardens and orchards; and he showed them the nearest and easiest way to the city. Then giving them a little apple most lovely to look upon, he said to them: “Accept this apple, Boy-Beautiful! Whenever thou shouldst have need of me, look at it and think of me, and immediately I’ll be with thee!”


Boy-Beautiful took the apple, and concealed it in his bosom, and bidding the wolf good-day, struggled onwards with his faithful servant through the thickets of the forest, till he came to the city where the robber-bird dwelt. All through the city he went, asking where it was, and they told him that the Emperor of that realm had it in a gold cage in his garden.


That was all he wanted to know. He took a turn round the court of the Emperor, and noted in his mind all the ramparts which surrounded the court. When it was evening, he came thither with his faithful servant, and hid himself in a corner, waiting till all the dwellers in the palace had gone to rest. Then the faithful servant gave him a leg-up, and Boy-Beautiful, mounting on his back, scaled the wall, and leaped down into the garden. But the moment he put his hand on the cage, the Emperor of the Birds chirped, and before you could say boo! he was surrounded by a flock of birds, from the smallest to the greatest, all chirping in their own tongues. They made such a noise that they awoke all the servants of the Emperor. They rushed into the garden, and there they found Boy-Beautiful, with the cage in his hand, and all the birds darting at him, and he defending himself as best he could. The servants laid their hands upon him, and led him to the Emperor, who had also got up to see what was the matter.


“I am sorry to see thee thus, Boy-Beautiful,” cried the Emperor, for he knew him. “If thou hadst come to me with good words, or with entreaties, and asked me for the bird, I might, perhaps, have been persuaded to give it to thee of my own good-will and pleasure; but as thou hast been taken hand-in-sack, as they say, the reward of thy deed according to our laws is death, and thy name will be covered with dishonor.”


“Illustrious Emperor,” replied Boy-Beautiful, “these same birds have stolen the golden apples from the apple-tree of my father’s garden, and therefore have I come all this way to lay hands on the thief.”


“What thou dost say may be true, Boy-Beautiful, but I have no power to alter the laws of this land. Only a signal service rendered to our empire can save thee from a shameful death.”


“Say what that service is, and I will venture it.”


“Listen then! If thou dost succeed in bringing me the saddle-horse in the court of the Emperor my neighbor, thou wilt depart with thy face unblackened, and thou shalt take the bird in its cage along with thee.”


Boy-Beautiful agreed to these conditions, and that same day he departed with his faithful servant.


On reaching the court of the neighboring Emperor he took note of the horse and of all the environs of the court. Then as evening drew near, he hid with his faithful servant in a corner of the court which seemed to him to be a safe ambuscade. He saw the horse walked out between two servants, and he marveled at its beauty. It was white, its bridle was of gold set with gems inestimable, and it shone like the sun.


In the middle of the night, when sleep is most sweet, Boy-Beautiful bade his faithful servant stoop down, leaped on to his back, and from thence on to the wall, and leaped down into the Emperor’s courtyard. He groped his way along on the tips of his toes till he came to the stable, and opening the door, put his hand on the bridle and drew the horse after him. When the horse got to the door of the stable and sniffed the keen air, it sneezed once with a mighty sneeze that awoke the whole court. In an instant they all rushed out, laid hands on Boy-Beautiful, and led him before the Emperor, who had also been aroused, and who when he saw Boy-Beautiful knew him at once. He reproached him for the cowardly deed he had nearly accomplished, and told him that the laws of the land decreed death to all thieves, and that he had no power against those laws. 


Then Boy-Beautiful told him of the theft of the golden apples by the birds, and of what the neighboring Emperor had told him to do. Then said the Emperor: “If, Boy-Beautiful, thou canst bring me the divine Craiessa [Queen], thou mayest perhaps escape death, and thy name shall remain untarnished.” Boy-Beautiful risked the adventure, and accompanied by his faithful servant set off on his quest. While he was on the road, the thought of the little apple occurred to him. He took it from his bosom, looked at it, and thought of the wolf, and before he could wipe his eyes the wolf was there.


“What dost thou desire, Boy-Beautiful?” said he.


“What do I desire, indeed! — look here, look here, look here, what has happened to me! Whatever am I to do to get out of this mess with a good conscience?”


“Rely upon me, for I see I must finish this business for thee.” So they all three went on together to seek the divine Craiessa.


When they drew nigh to the land of the divine Craiessa they halted in the midst of a vast forest, where they could see the Craiessa’s dazzling palace, and it was agreed that Boy-Beautiful and his servant should await the return of the wolf by the trunk of a large tree. The proud palace of the divine Craiessa was so grand and beautiful, and the style and arrangement thereof so goodly, that the wolf could scarce take his eyes therefrom. But when he came up to the palace he did what he could, and crept furtively into the garden.


And what do you think he saw there? Not a single fruit-tree was any longer green. The stems, branches, and twigs stood there as if someone had stripped them naked. The fallen leaves had turned the ground into a crackling carpet. Only a single rose-bush was still covered with leaves and full of buds, some wide open and some half closed. To reach this rose-bush the wolf had to tread very gingerly on the tips of his toes, so as not to make the carpet of dry leaves crackle beneath him; and so he hid himself behind this leafy bush. As now he stood there on the watch, the door of the dazzling palace was opened, and forth came the divine Craiessa, attended by four-and-twenty of her slaves, to take a walk in the garden.


When the wolf beheld her he was very near forgetting what he came for and coming out of his lair, though he restrained himself; for she was so lovely that the like of her never had been and never will be seen on the face of the whole earth. Her hair was of nothing less than pure gold, and reached from top to toe. Her long and silken eyelashes seemed almost to put out her eyes. When she looked at you with those large sloe-black eyes of hers, you felt sick with love. She had those beautifully arched eyebrows which look as if they had been traced with compasses, and her skin was whiter than the froth of milk fresh from the udder.


After taking two or three turns round the garden with her slaves behind her, she came to the rose-bush and plucked one or two flowers, whereupon the wolf who was concealed in the bush darted out, took her in his front paws, and sped down the road. Her servants scattered like a bevy of young partridges, and in an instant the wolf was there, and put her, all senseless as she was, in the arms of Boy-Beautiful. When he saw her he changed color, but the wolf reminded him that he was a warrior and he came to himself again. Many Emperors had tried to steal her, but they had all been repulsed.


Boy-Beautiful had compassion upon her, and he now made up his mind that nobody else should have her.


When the divine Craiessa awoke from her swoon and found herself in the arms of Boy-Beautiful, she said: “If thou art the wolf that hath stolen me away, I’ll be thine.” Boy-Beautiful replied: “Mine thou shalt be till death do us part.”


So they made a compact of it, and they told each other their stories.


When the wolf saw the tenderness that had grown up between them he said: “Leave everything to me, and your desires shall be fulfilled!” Then they set out to return from whence they had just come, and, while they were on the road, the wolf turned three somersaults and made himself exactly like the divine Craiessa, for you must know that this wolf was a magician.


Then they arranged among themselves that the faithful servant of Boy-Beautiful should stand by the trunk of a great tree in the forest till Boy-Beautiful returned with the steed. So on reaching the court of the Emperor who had the steed, Boy-Beautiful gave him the made-up divine Craiessa, and when the Emperor saw her his heart died away within him, and he felt a love for her which told in words would be foolishness.


“Thy merits, Boy-Beautiful,” said the Emperor, “have saved thee this time also from a shameful death, and now I’ll pay thee for this by giving thee the steed.” Then Boy-Beautiful put his hand on the steed and leaped into the jeweled saddle, and, reaching the tree, placed the divine Craiessa in front of him and galloped across the boundaries of that empire.


And now the Emperor called together all his counselors and went to the cathedral to be married to the divine Craiessa. When they got to the door of the cathedral, the pretended Craiessa turned a somersault three times and became a wolf again, which, gnashing its teeth, rushed straight at the Emperor’s retinue, who were stupefied with terror when they saw it. On coming to themselves a little, they gave chase with hue-and-cry: but the wolf, take my word for it! took such long strides that not one of them could come near him, and joining Boy-Beautiful and his friends went along with them. When they drew nigh to the court of the Emperor with the bird, they played him the same trick they had played on the Emperor with the horse. The wolf changed himself into the horse, and was given to the Emperor, who could not contain himself for joy at the sight of it.


After entertaining Boy-Beautiful with great honor, the Emperor said to him: “Boy-Beautiful, thou hast escaped a shameful death. I will keep my imperial word and my blessing shall always follow thee.” Then he commanded them to give him the bird in the golden cage, and Boy-Beautiful took it, wished him good-day, and departed. Arriving in the wood where he had left the divine Craiessa, his horse, and his faithful servant, he set off with them for the court of his father.


But the Emperor who had received the horse commanded that his whole host and all the grandees of his empire should assemble in the plain to see him mount his richly-caparisoned goodly steed. And when the soldiers saw him they all cried: “Long live the Emperor who hath won such a goodly steed, and long live the steed that doth the Emperor so much honor!”


And, indeed, there was the Emperor mounting on the back of the horse, but no sooner did it put its foot to the ground than it flew right away. They all set off in pursuit, but there was never the slightest chance of any of them catching it, for it left them far behind from the first. When it had got a good way ahead the pretended horse threw the Emperor to the ground, turned head over heels three times and became a wolf, and set off again in full flight, and ran and ran till it overtook Boy-Beautiful. Then said the wolf to him: “I have now fulfilled all thy demands. Look to thyself better in future, and strive not after things beyond thy power, or it will not go well with thee.” Then their roads parted, and each of them went his own way.


When he arrived at the empire of his father the old Emperor came out to meet his youngest son with small and great as he had agreed. Great was the public joy when they saw him with a consort the like of whom is no longer to be found on the face of the earth, and with a steed the excellence whereof lives only in the tales of the aged. When he got home Boy-Beautiful ordered a splendid stable to be made for his good steed, and put the bird-cage in the terrace of the garden. Then his father prepared for the wedding, and after not many days Boy-Beautiful and the divine Craiessa were married; the tables were spread for good and bad, and they made merry for three days and three nights. After that they lived in perfect happiness, for Boy-Beautiful had now nothing more to desire. And they are living to this day, if they have not died in the meantime.


And now I’ll mount my steed again and say an “Our Father” before I go.
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Whoever has read the “Arabian Nights’ Entertainments,” will be acquainted with the words ghoul and vampyre. A ghoul was believed to be a being in the human form, who frequented graveyards and cemeteries, where it disinterred, tore to pieces, and devoured the bodies buried there. A vampyre was a dead person, who came out of his grave at night to suck the blood of the living, and whoever was so sucked became a vampyre in his turn when he died. Both these persuasions have been rejected by the modern scientific world as altogether unworthy of credence or inquiry, although, about a century ago, the exploits of vampyres created such a sensation in Hungary, that they reached the ears of Louis XV., who directed his minister at Vienna to report upon them.


In a newspaper of that period, there appeared a paragraph to the effect that Arnold Paul, a native of Madveiga, being crushed to death by a wagon, and buried, had since become a vampyre, and that he had himself been previously bitten by one. The authorities being informed of the terror his visits were occasioning, and several persons having died with all the symptoms of vampyrism, his grave was solemnly opened, and, although he had been in it forty days, the body was like that of a living man. To cure his roving propensities, a stake was driven into it, whereupon he uttered a cry; after which his head was cut off, and the body burnt. Four other bodies, which had died from the consequences of his bites, and which were found in the same perfectly healthy condition, were served in a similar manner; and it was hoped that these vigorous measures would extinguish the mischief. But no such thing. The evil continued more or less, and, five years afterwards, was so rife, that the authorities determined to make a thorough clearance of these troublesome individuals. On this occasion a vast number of graves were opened, of persons of all ages and both sexes; and, strange to say, the bodies of all those accused of plaguing the living by their nocturnal visits, were found in the vampyre state — full of blood, and free from every symptom of death.


The documents which record these transactions bear the date of June 7, 1732, and are signed and witnessed by three surgeons and other creditable persons. The facts, in short, are indubitable, though what interpretation to put upon them remains extremely difficult. One that has been suggested is, that all these supposed vampyres were persons who had fallen into a state of catalepsy or trance, and been buried alive. However this may be, the mystery is sufficiently perplexing; and the more so, that through the whole of Eastern Europe innumerable instances of the same kind of thing have occurred, whilst each language has an especial word to designate it.


That which in the East is called “ghoulism” has in the West been denominated “lycanthropy” or “wolfomania;” and this phenomenon, as well as vampyrism, has been treated of by numerous ancient authors; and though latterly utterly denied and scouted, was once very generally believed.


There are various shades and degrees of lycanthropy. In some cases the lycanthrope declares that he has the power of transforming himself into a wolf, in which disguise — his tastes corresponding to his form — he delights in feeding on human flesh; and in the public examinations of these unhappy individuals there was no scarcity of witnesses to corroborate their confessions. In other instances there was no transformation, and the lycanthrope appears more closely to resemble a ghoul.


In the year 1603, a case of lycanthropy was brought before the Parliament of Bordeaux. The person accused was a boy of fourteen, called Jean Grenier, who herded cattle. Several witnesses, chiefly young girls, came forward as his accusers, declaring that he had attacked and wounded them in the disguise of a wolf, and would have killed them but for the vigorous defense they made with sticks. Jean Grenier himself avowed the crime, confessing to having killed and eaten several children; and the father of the children confirmed all he said. Jean Grenier, however, appears to have been little removed from an idiot.


In the fifteenth century, lycanthropy prevailed extensively amongst the Vaudois, and many persons suffered death for it; but as no similar case seems to have been heard of for a long while, lycanthropy and ghoulism were set down amongst the superstitions of the East, and the follies and fables of the dark ages. A circumstance, however, has just now come to light in France that throws a strange and unexpected light upon this curious subject. The account we are going to give is drawn from a report of the investigation before a council of war, held on the 10th of the present month (July 1849), Colonel Manselon, president. It is remarked that the court was extremely crowded, and that many ladies were present.


The facts of this mysterious affair, as they came to light in the examinations, are as follow: For some months past the cemeteries in and around Paris have been the scenes of a frightful profanation, the authors of which had succeeded in eluding all the vigilance that WHS exerted to detect them. At one time the guardians or keepers of these places of burial were themselves suspected; at others, the odium was thrown on the surviving relations of the dead.


The cemetery of Père la Chaise was the first field of these horrible operations. It appears that for a considerable time the guardians had observed a mysterious figure flitting about by night amongst the tombs, on whom they never could lay their hands. As they approached, he disappeared like a phantom; and even the dogs that were let loose, and urged to seize him, stopped short, and ceased to bark, as if they were transfixed by a charm. When morning broke, the ravages of this strange visitant were but too visible — graves had been opened, coffins forced, and the remains of the dead, frightfully torn and mutilated, lay scattered upon the earth. Could the surgeons be the guilty parties? No. A member of the profession being brought to the spot, declared that no scientific knife had been there; but certain parts of the human body might be required for anatomical studies, and the gravediggers might have violated the tombs to obtain money by the sale of them…. The watch was doubled; but to no purpose. A young soldier was one night seized in a tomb, but he declared he had gone there to meet his sweetheart, and had fallen asleep; and as he evinced no trepidation, they let him go.


At length these profanations ceased in Père la Chaise, but it was not long before they were renewed in another quarter. A suburban cemetery was the new theater of operations. A little girl aged seven years, and much loved by her parents, died. With their own hands they laid her in her coffin, attired in the frock she delighted to wear on féte days, and with her favorite playthings beside her; and accompanied by numerous relatives and friends, they saw her laid in the earth. On the following morning it was discovered that the grave had been violated, the body torn from the coffin, frightfully mutilated, and the heart extracted. There was no robbery: the sensation in the neighborhood was tremendous; and in the general terror and perplexity, suspicion fell on the broken-hearted father, whose innocence, however, was easily proved. Every means were taken to discover the criminal; but the only result of the increased surveillance was, that the scene of profanation was removed to the cemetery of Mont Parnasse, where the exhumations were carried to such an extent, that the authorities were at their wits’ end.


Considering, by the way, that all these cemeteries are surrounded by walls, and have iron gates, which are kept closed, it certainly seems very strange that any ghoul or vampyre of solid flesh and blood should have been able to pursue his vocation so long undiscovered. However, so it was; and it was not till they bethought themselves of laying a snare for this mysterious visitor that he was detected. Having remarked a spot where the wall, though nine feet high, appeared to have been frequently scaled, an old officer contrived a sort of infernal machine, with a wire attached to it, which he so arranged that it should explode if anyone attempted to enter the cemetery at that point. This done, and a watch being set, they thought themselves now secure of their purpose. Accordingly, at midnight an explosion roused the guardians, who perceived a man already in the cemetery; but before they could seize him, he had leapt the wall with an agility that confounded them; and although they fired their pieces after him, he succeeded in making his escape.


But his footsteps were marked with blood that had flowed from his wounds, and several scraps of military attire were picked up on the spot. Nevertheless, they seem to have been still uncertain where to seek the offender, till one of the grave-diggers of Mont Parnasse, whilst preparing the last resting-place of two criminals about to be executed, chanced to overhear some sappers of the 74th regiment remarking that one of their sergeants had returned on the preceding night cruelly wounded, nobody knew how, and had been conveyed to Val de Grace, which is a military hospital. A little inquiry now soon cleared up the mystery; and it was ascertained that Sergeant Bertrand was the author of all these profanations, and of many others of the same description previous to his arrival in Paris.


Supported on crutches, wrapped in a gray cloak, pale and feeble, Bertrand was now brought forward for examination; nor was there anything in the countenance or appearance of this young man indicative of the fearful monomania of which he is the victim; for the whole tenor of his confession proves that in no other light is his horrible propensity to be considered.


In the first place, he freely acknowledged himself the author of these violations of the dead both in Paris and elsewhere.


“What object did you propose to yourself in committing these acts?” inquired the president.


“I cannot tell,” replied Bertrand: “it was a horrible impulse. I was driven to it against my own will: nothing could stop or deter me. I cannot describe or understand myself what my sensations were in tearing and rending these bodies.”


President. “And what did you do after one of these visits to a cemetery?”


Bertrand. “I withdrew, trembling convulsively, feeling a great desire for repose. I fell asleep, no matter where, and slept for several hours; but during this sleep I heard everything that passed around me! I have sometimes exhumed from ten to fifteen bodies in a night. I dug them up with my hands, which were often torn and bleeding with the labor I underwent; but I minded nothing, so that I could get at them. The guardians fired at me one night and wounded me, but that did not prevent my returning the next. This desire seized me generally about once a fortnight.”


He added, that he had had no access of this propensity since he was in the hospital, but that he would not be sure it might not return when his wounds were healed. Still he hoped not. “I think I am cured,” said he. “I had never seen anyone die; in the hospital I have seen several of my comrades expire by my side. I believe I am cured, for now I fear the dead.”


The surgeons who attended him v/ere then examined, and one of them read a sort of memoir he had received from Bertrand, which contained the history of his malady as far as his memory served him.


From these notes, it appears that there had been something singular and abnormal about him from the time he was seven or eight years old. It was not so much in acts, as in his love of solitude and his profound melancholy that the aberration was exhibited; and it was not till two years ago that his frightful peculiarity fully developed itself Passing a cemetery one day, where the grave-diggers were covering a body that had just been interred, he entered to observe them. A violent shower of rain interrupted their labors, which they left unfinished. “At this sight,” says Bertrand, “horrible desires seized me: my head throbbed, my heart palpitated violently; I excused myself to my companions, and returned hastily into town. No sooner did I find myself alone, than I procured a spade, and returned to the cemetery. I had just succeeded in exhuming the body, when I saw a peasant watching me at the gate. Whilst he went to inform the authorities of what he had seen, I withdrew, and retiring into a neighboring wood, I laid myself down, and in spite of the torrents of rain that were falling, I remained there in a state of profound insensibility for several hours.”


From this period he appears to have given free course to his inclinations; but as he generally covered the mutilated remains with earth again, it was some time before his proceedings excited observation. He had many narrow escapes of being taken or killed by the pistols of the guardians; but his agility seems to have been almost super-human.


To the living he was gentle and kind, and was especially beloved in his regiment for his frankness and gaiety!


The medical men interrogated unanimously gave it as their opinion, that although in all other respects perfectly sane, Bertrand was not responsible for these acts. He was sentenced to a year’s imprisonment, during which time measures will doubtless be taken to complete his cure.


In relating this curious case of the Vampyre, as he is called in Paris, where the affair has excited considerable attention, especially in the medical world, I have omitted several painful and disgusting particulars; but I have said enough to prove that, beyond a doubt, there has been some good foundation for the ancient belief in ghoulism and lycanthropy; and that the books of Dr. Weir and others, in which the existence of this malady is contemptuously denied, have been put forth without due investigation of the subject.
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On the Sand-dunes — A Wolf attacks Marguerite Poirier — Jean Grenier brought to Trial — His Confessions — Charges of Cannibalism proved — His Sentence — Behavior in the Monastery — Visit of Del’ancre.







One fine afternoon in the spring, some village girls were tending their sheep on the sand-dunes which intervene between the vast forests of pine covering the greater portion of the present department of Landes in the south of France, and the sea.


The brightness of the sky, the freshness of the air puffing up off the blue twinkling Bay of Biscay, the hum or song of the wind as it made rich music among the pines which stood like a green uplifted wave on the East, the beauty of the sand-hills speckled with golden cistus, or patched with gentian-blue, by the low growing Gremille couchée, the charm of the forest-skirts, tinted variously with the foliage of cork-trees, pines, and acacia, the latter in full bloom, a pile of rose-colored or snowy flowers — all conspired to fill the peasant maidens with joy, and to make their voices rise in song and laughter, which rung merrily over the hills, and through the dark avenues of evergreen trees.


Now a gorgeous butterfly attracted their attention, then a flight of quails skimming the surface.


“Ah!” exclaimed Jacquiline Auzun, “ah, if I had my stilts and bats, I would strike the little birds down, and we should have a fine supper.”


“Now, if they would fly ready cooked into one’s mouth, as they do in foreign parts!” said another girl.


“Have you got any new clothes for the S. Jean?” asked a third; “my mother has laid by to purchase me a smart cap with gold lace.”


“You will turn the head of Etienne altogether, Annette!” said Jeanne Gaboriant. “But what is the matter with the sheep?”


She asked because the sheep which had been quietly browsing before her, on reaching a small depression in the dune, had started away as though frightened at something. At the same time one of the dogs began to growl and show his fangs.


The girls ran to the spot, and saw a little fall in the ground, in which, seated on a log of fir, was a boy of thirteen. The appearance of the lad was peculiar. His hair was of a tawny red and thickly matted, falling over his shoulders and completely covering his narrow brow. His small pale-gray eyes twinkled with an expression of horrible ferocity and cunning, from deep sunken hollows. The complexion was of a dark olive color; the teeth were strong and white, and the canine teeth protruded over the lower lip when the mouth was closed. The boy’s hands were large and powerful, the nails black and pointed like bird’s talons. He was ill clothed, and seemed to be in the most abject poverty. The few garments he had on him were in tatters, and through the rents the emaciation of his limbs was plainly visible.


The girls stood round him, half frightened and much surprised, but the boy showed no symptoms of astonishment. His face relaxed into a ghastly leer, which showed the whole range of his glittering white fangs.


“Well, my maidens,” said he in a harsh voice, “which of you is the prettiest, I should like to know; can you decide among you?”


“What do you want to know for?” asked Jeanne Gaboriant, the eldest of the girls, aged eighteen, who took upon herself to be spokesman for the rest.


“Because I shall marry the prettiest,” was the answer.


“Ah!” said Jeanne jokingly; “that is if she will have you, which is not very likely, as we none of us know you, or anything about you.”


“I am the son of a priest,” replied the boy curtly.


“Is that why you look so dingy and black?”


“No, I am dark-colored, because I wear a wolf-skin sometimes.”


“A wolf-skin!” echoed the girl; “and pray who gave it you?”


“One called Pierre Labourant.”


“There is no man of that name hereabouts. Where does he live?”


A scream of laughter mingled with howls, and breaking into strange gulping bursts of fiendlike merriment from the strange boy.


The little girls recoiled, and the youngest took refuge behind Jeanne.


“Do you want to know Pierre Labourant, lass? Hey, he is a man with an iron chain about his neck, which he is ever engaged in gnawing. Do you want to know where he lives, lass? Ha., in a place of gloom and fire, where there are many companions, some seated on iron chairs, burning, burning; others stretched on glowing beds, burning too. Some cast men upon blazing coals, others roast men before fierce flames, others again plunge them into caldrons of liquid fire.”


The girls trembled and looked at each other with scared faces, and then again at the hideous being which crouched before them.


“You want to know about the wolf-skin cape?” continued he. “Pierre Labourant gave me that; he wraps it round me, and every Monday, Friday, and Sunday, and for about an hour at dusk every other day, I am a wolf, a were-wolf. I have killed dogs and drunk their blood; but little girls taste better, their flesh is tender and sweet, their blood rich and warm. I have eaten many a maiden, as I have been on my raids together with my nine companions. I am a were-wolf! Ah, ha! if the sun were to set I would soon fall on one of you and make a meal of you!” Again he burst into one of his frightful paroxysms of laughter, and the girls unable to endure it any longer, fled with precipitation.


Near the village of S. Antoine de Pizon, a little girl of the name of Marguerite Poirier, thirteen years old, was in the habit of tending her sheep, in company with a lad of the same age, whose name was Jean Grenier. The same lad whom Jeanne Gaboriant had questioned.


The little girl often complained to her parents of the conduct of the boy: she said that he frightened her with his horrible stories; but her father and mother thought little of her complaints, till one day she returned home before her usual time so thoroughly alarmed that she had deserted her flock. Her parents now took the matter up and investigated it. Her story was as follows:


Jean had often told her that he had sold himself to the devil, and that he had acquired the power of ranging the country after dusk, and sometimes in broad day, in the form of a wolf. He had assured her that he had killed and devoured many dogs, but that he found their flesh less palatable than the flesh of little girls, which he regarded as a supreme delicacy. He had told her that this had been tasted by him not unfrequently, but he had specified only two instances: in one he had eaten as much as he could, and had thrown the rest to a wolf, which had come up during the repast. In the other instance he had bitten to death another little girl, had lapped her blood, and, being in a famished condition at the time, had devoured every portion of her, with the exception of the arms and shoulders.


The child told her parents, on the occasion of her return home in a fit of terror, that she had been guiding her sheep as usual, but Grenier had not been present. Hearing a rustle in the bushes she had looked round, and a wild beast bad leaped upon her, and torn her clothes on her left side with its sharp fangs. She added that she had defended herself lustily with her shepherd’s staff, and had beaten the creature off. It had then retreated a few paces, had seated itself on its hind legs like a dog when it is begging, and had regarded her with such a look of rage, that she had fled in terror. She described the animal as resembling a wolf, but as being shorter and stouter; its hair was red, its tail stumpy, and the head smaller than that of a genuine wolf.


The statement of the child produced general consternation in the parish. It was well known that several little girls had vanished in a most mysterious way of late, and the parents of these little ones were thrown into an agony of terror lest their children had become the prey of the wretched boy accused by Marguerite Poirier. The case was now taken up by the authorities and brought before the parliament of Bordeaux.


The investigation which followed was as complete as could be desired.


Jean Grenier was the son of a poor laborer in the village of S. Antoine do Pizon, and not the son of a priest, as he had asserted. Three months before his seizure he had left home, and had been with several masters doing odd work, or wandering about the country begging. He had been engaged several times to take charge of the flocks belonging to farmers, and had as often been discharged for neglect of his duties. The lad exhibited no reluctance to communicate all he knew about himself, and his statements were tested one by one, and were often proved to be correct.


The story he related of himself before the court was as follows:


“When I was ten or eleven years old, my neighbor, Duthillaire, introduced me, in the depths of the forest, to a M. de la Forest, a black man, who signed me with his nail, and then gave to me and Duthillaire a salve and a wolf-skin. From that time have I run about the country as a wolf.


“The charge of Marguerite Poirier is correct. My intention was to have killed and devoured her, but she kept me off with a stick. I have only killed one dog, a white one, and I did not drink its blood.”


When questioned touching the children, whom he said he had killed and eaten as a wolf, he allowed that he had once entered an empty house on the way between S. Coutras and S. Anlaye, in a small village, the name of which he did not remember, and had found a child asleep in its cradle; and as no one was within to hinder him, he dragged the baby out of its cradle, carried it into the garden, leaped the hedge, and devoured as much of it as satisfied his hunger. What remained he had given to a wolf. In the parish of S. Antoine do Pizon he had attacked a little girl, as she was keeping sheep. She was dressed in a black frock; he did not know her name. He tore her with his nails and teeth, and ate her. Six weeks before his capture he had fallen upon another child, near the stone-bridge, in the same parish. In Eparon he had assaulted the hound of a certain M. Millon, and would have killed the beast, had not the owner come out with his rapier in his hand.


Jean said that he had the wolf-skin in his possession, and that he went out hunting for children, at the command of his master, the Lord of the Forest. Before transformation he smeared himself with the salve, which be preserved in a small pot, and hid his clothes in the thicket.


He usually ran his courses from one to two hours in the day, when the moon was at the wane, but very often he made his expeditions at night. On one occasion he had accompanied Duthillaire, but they had killed no one.


He accused his father of having assisted him, and of possessing a wolf-skin; he charged him also with having accompanied him on one occasion, when he attacked and ate a girl in the village of Grilland, whom he had found tending a flock of geese. He said that his stepmother was separated from his father. He believed the reason to be, because she had seen him once vomit the paws of a dog and the fingers of a child. He added that the Lord of the Forest had strictly forbidden him to bite the thumbnail of his left hand, which nail was thicker and longer than the others, and had warned him never to lose sight of it, as long as he was in his were-wolf disguise.


Duthillaire was apprehended, and the father of Jean Grenier himself claimed to be heard by examination.


The account given by the father and stepmother of Jean coincided in many particulars with the statements made by their son.


The localities where Grenier declared he had fallen on children were identified, the times when he said the deeds had been done accorded with the dates given by the parents of the missing little ones, when their losses had occurred.


The wounds which Jean affirmed that he had made, and the manner in which he had dealt them, coincided with the descriptions given by the children he had assaulted.


He was confronted with Marguerite Poirier, and he singled her out from among five other girls, pointed to the still open gashes in her body, and stated that he had made them with his teeth, when he attacked her in wolf-form, and she had beaten him off with a stick. He described an attack he had made on a little boy whom he would have slain, had not a man come to the rescue, and exclaimed, “I’ll have you presently.”


The man who saved the child was found, and proved to be the uncle of the rescued lad, and he corroborated the statement of Grenier, that he had used the words mentioned above.


Jean was then confronted with his father. He now began to falter in his story, and to change his statements. The examination had lasted long, and it was seen that the feeble intellect of the boy was wearied out, so the case was adjourned. When next confronted with the elder Grenier, Jean told his story as at first, without changing it in any important particular.


The fact of Jean Grenier having killed and eaten several children, and of his having attacked and wounded others, with intent to take their life, were fully established; but there was no proof whatever of the father having had the least hand in any of the murders, so that he was dismissed the court without a shadow of guilt upon him.


The only witness who corroborated the assertion of Jean that he changed his shape into that of a wolf was Marguerite Poirier.


Before the court gave judgement, the first president of assize, in an eloquent speech, put on one side all questions of witchcraft and diabolical compact, and bestial transformation, and boldly stated that the court had only to consider the age and the imbecility of the child, who was so dull and idiotic — that children of seven or eight years old have usually a larger amount of reason than he. The president went on to say that Lycanthropy and Kuanthropy were mere hallucinations, and that the change of shape existed only in the disorganized brain of the insane, consequently it was not a crime which could be punished. The tender age of the boy must be taken into consideration, and the utter neglect of his education and moral development. The court sentenced Grenier to perpetual imprisonment within the walls of a monastery at Bordeaux, where he might be instructed in his Christian and moral obligations; but any attempt to escape would be punished with death.


A pleasant companion for the monks! a promising pupil for them to instruct! No sooner was he admitted into the precincts of the religious house, than he ran frantically about the cloister and gardens upon all fours, and finding a heap of bloody and raw offal, fell upon it and devoured it in an incredibly short space of time.


•   •   •   •   •


Delancre visited him seven years after, and found him diminutive in stature, very shy, and unwilling to look anyone in the face. His eyes were deep set and restless; his teeth long and protruding; his nails black, and in places worn away; his mind was completely barren; he seemed unable to comprehend the smallest things. He related his story to Delancre, and told him how he had run about formerly in the woods as a wolf, and he said that he still felt a craving for raw flesh, especially for that of little girls, which he said was delicious, and he added that but for his confinement it would not be long before he tasted it again. He said that the Lord of the Forest had visited him twice in the prison, but that he had driven him off with the sign of the cross. The account be then gave of his murders coincided exactly with what had come out in his trial; and beside this, his story of the compact he had made with the Black One, and the manner in which his transformation was effected, also coincided with his former statements.


He died at the age of twenty, after an imprisonment of seven years, shortly after Delancre’s visit.





In the two cases of Roulet and Grenier the courts referred the whole matter of Lycanthropy, or animal transformation, to its true and legitimate cause, an aberration of the brain. From this time medical men seem to have regarded it as a form of mental malady to be brought under their treatment, rather than as a crime to be punished by law. But it is very fearful to contemplate that there may still exist persons in the world filled with a morbid craving for human blood, which is ready to impel them to commit the most horrible atrocities, should they escape the vigilante of their guards, or break the bars of the madhouse which restrains them.
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PART I


By Wolf-madness is meant, not hydrophobia, which occasionally attacks wolves as well as other animals, but that far more terrible malady, which, in almost all nations, and in all ages, afflicted men and made them fancy themselves wolves, and act as such.


Half the world believed that certain persons had the power of changing themselves into beasts, and indeed the superstition is not wholly extinct in the present day. In parts of France the peasants still firmly believe in the loups-garoux, and will not pass their haunts after nightfall.


Wehr-wolves were called by different names in different places. The French called them loups-garoux; the Bretons, Bisclavret; in Normandy they were designated garwolves, and they were known in the Perigord [a former province of France] as loulèerous. With regard to these latter, bastards were supposed to be obliged at each full moon to transform themselves into these beasts, and in the form of loulèerous to pass the night ranging over the country, biting and devouring any animals, but more especially dogs, they might meet. Sometimes they were made ill in consequence of having eaten tough old hounds, and vomited up their undigested paws.


The belief in wehr-wolves has come down from the earliest times, from ancient mythology and classic fable. Ovid tells the story of Lycaon, king of Arcadia, who, to test the omniscience of Jupiter, served up for him a dish of human flesh, and was promptly punished by the god for his insolence, by being transformed into a wolf.


That there was a wide-spread superstition of lycanthropy, or wolf-madness, is undoubted, and the belief in a creature combining human intelligence with wolfish ferocity and demoniac strength, was especially strong and prevalent in the middle ages. To this day the idea is still cherished by peasants in remote and secluded parts of Europe.


There was a basis of truth on which the wehr-wolf superstition rested. The old Norse freebooters were celebrated for the murderous frenzy, “Berseker rage,” which possessed them at times. The craving for blood and rapine, stimulated by their ravages in summer climes, was developed at home into a strange homicidal madness. When the fit was on them, they would go forth at night, dressed in the skins of wolves and bears, and crush the skulls, or cleave the backbones of any unfortunate belated traveler they might meet, whose blood they sometimes drank. In their frenzied excitement, they acquired superhuman strength and insensibility to pain, and, as they rushed about with glaring eyeballs, gnashing their teeth, foaming at the mouth, and howling like wild beasts, it is not strange that the terrified peasantry should have regarded them as veritable wehr-wolves. Great exhaustion and nervous depression followed these attacks. According to the Norse historians this “Berseker rage” was extinguished by baptism.


The belief in these transformations in the middle ages derived a new and terrible significance from its connection with witchcraft. The ancients regarded the subjects of metamorphoses with superstitious reverence. Divine natures were believed to assume earthly forms, and human beings were supposed to assume, after death, the shapes of those animals their natures most resembled, but these mythological conceptions were degraded by the mediaeval christians, into diabolical influences. The Church, jealous of miraculous powers exercised beyond its pale, denounced the wehr-wolf as a devil. Thus a person suspected of beast metamorphosis ran the double risk of losing both his soul and his life, of being anathematized by the clergy, and then burnt at the stake. Ignorance of the phenomena of mental disease led to a belief that its victims were ministers of the Evil One, and even mere eccentricity was often fatal to its unfortunate possessor. These ideas were strengthened by some terrible instances of homicidal insanity, occasionally accompanied by cannibalism and lycanthropic hallucinations which were often ascribed to demoniac agency.


The saints were believed to have a power similar to that of the demons. Vereticus, king of Wales, was said to have been transformed into a wolf by St. Patrick, and another saint doomed the members of an illustrious family in Ireland to become wolves for seven years, prowling among the bogs and forests, uttering mournful howls, and devouring the peasants’ sheep to allay their hunger.


Though imprisoned in a lupine form, the unfortunate victims were believed to retain their human consciousness, and in some cases their voices, and to yearn for an alleviation of their condition.


The superstitious belief in lycanthropy is of very remote antiquity and its origin is involved in much obscurity. It pervaded Greece, Rome, Germany and other nations; even in England it was prevalent in the middle ages, and was supposed to have come down from the Chaldeans and other nomadic people, who had unceasingly to defend their flocks from the attacks of wolves. The terror that those ferocious beasts spread by prowling at night round the folds proved favorable to malefactors, who, assuming the guise of furious wolves, were the better enabled to perpetrate acts of theft or vengeance.


This lycanthropy was a disease, and a very terrible one. The victims of the hallucination that they were wehr-wolves were undoubted madmen who fully believed they were able to transform themselves into wolves. At the present day some of the inmates of lunatic asylums fancy they can turn themselves at will into beasts, and howl and gnash their teeth in decided wolfish fashion.


Sometimes the wehr-wolves were satisfied with rending and tearing sheep and drinking their blood, but in others this insane appetite took the still more horrible form of cannibalism. Animal flesh would not satisfy their dreadful cravings; human beings, generally children, falling victims to this frightfully depraved taste.


There is another revolting phase that this madness took. Occasionally persons were transformed into human hyenas. Their craving was not, as was that of lycanthropists, for fresh, warm human flesh, they preferred their titbits to have been kept some time, as game is hung in order to make it tender; in other words these hyena victims of the terrible malady preferred to dig the corpses out of the graveyards. They were seized with an irresistible desire to enter cemeteries and rifle the newly-made graves so that they might enjoy their gruesome repast.


Strangely enough, these human ghouls were sometimes found in the ranks of the upper classes, unlike the majority of those who killed their victims; these latter being, for the greater part, composed of the most poverty-stricken, ignorant and degraded, of a very low type of intellectual and moral development.


So lately as 1849, one of these ghouls was discovered in Paris. He was a French officer named Bertrand.   Delicate and refined in appearance, he was beloved by his comrades for his generous and cheerful qualities. He was, however, of retiring habits, and occasionally subject to fits of depression; but no one had any idea of his ghoulish propensities till they were brought to light.


In the autumn of 1848 several of the cemeteries in the neighborhood of Paris were found to have been entered during the night, and some of the graves rifled.


It was at first supposed that wild beasts were the perpetrators of these outrages; but footprints in the soft earth showed that it was a man.


Close watch was kept in Pere la Chaise, and the outrages there ceased.   But in the following winter other cemeteries were ravaged.


It was not until the March of 1849 that the depredator was discovered by means of a spring gun, which had been set in the cemetery of St. Parnasse. One night it went oft, and the watchers rushed to the spot, just in time to see a dark figure in a military cloak leap over the wall and disappear in the darkness, but not without leaving traces behind; there were marks of blood and a fragment of blue cloth, and these were the means of bringing the guilt home to Bertrand.


He was an officer in the First Infantry regiment; and when he was cured of his wound, he was tried by court-martial, and sentenced to a year’s imprisonment. He said that the madness suddenly came upon him one day when, walking in a cemetery, he saw a grave not yet filled in, and a spade near at hand. He soon dragged the corpse out and hacked it about with the spade. After this he visited the cemeteries at night, and dug up various corpses, principally women and little girls, and mutilated them in a horrible manner, some he chopped up with the spade, others he ripped and tore with his teeth and nails, rending the flesh from the bones. Sometimes he tore the mouth open, and rent the face back to the ears; he opened the stomachs, pulled off the limbs, and scattering the pieces around, rolled among the fragments. He used to dig up the bodies of men also, but never felt any inclination to mutilate them; it was female corpses he used to delight in rending.


It was excess in drinking that first brought on this horrible madness, and after these accesses of diabolical ghoulishness he would fall into fits of utter exhaustion and helplessness, when, after crawling to some place of concealment he would lie prone on the ground for hours, no matter what the weather might be, unable to stir or rise. It is not stated whether he went on with his ghoul’s work after he was liberated from the year’s imprisonment to which he was sentenced.


Bertrand’s case shows how the brute still underlies the polish of civilization. He was not accounted mad, yet these fits of cannibalism must have been due to some form of insanity, and he seemed totally unable to control his dreadful appetite.


Somehow, much more horrible interest appears to center on these nineteenth-century miscreants, such as Bertrand and Swiatek, than on those of former and remoter ages. There might have been exaggeration and mis-statements about the ancient men-beasts, but there could be none about their modern prototypes.


Ghouls and vampires have some connection with lycanthropists, for they were supposed in the daytime to be able to turn themselves into wolves or hyenas, while on moonlight nights they would steal among the tombs, and burrowing into them with their long nails, they disinterred the bodies of the dead ere the first streak of dawn compelled them to retire from their unhallowed feast.


To such an extent did the fear of ghouls extend in Brittany, that it was customary to keep lamps burning during the night in churchyards, so that the witches might be deterred from venturing, under cover of darkness, to violate the graves. It was supposed that troops of female ghouls used to appear upon battlefields unearthing the hastily buried bodies of the soldiers and devouring the flesh off their bones.


That the belief in vampires is not extinct in the present day, the following, which appeared in the Standard of May nth, 1893, will show. “Eleven peasants in the Polish village of Muszina, in Galicia, actuated by a superstition that the recent frosts were the work of a vampire which had entered into an old man who had lately been buried, opened the grave, beheaded the body, and pierced the heart with a stake.   They were all arrested.”


There was a very ghastly idea in Normandy, that the loup-garou was sometimes a metamorphosis forced upon the body of a damned person, who, after being tormented in his grave, worked his way out of it. It was supposed that he first devoured the cerecloth which enveloped his face, then his moans and muffled howls rang from the tomb through the gloom of night, the earth of the grave began to heave, and at last, having torn his way up, with a scream, surrounded by a phosphorescent glare, and exhaling a foetid odor, he burst away as a wolf.


Sometimes the transformed was supposed to be a white dog that haunted churchyards. With regard to this latter superstition, at this day in some country places in England, the farmers hold white animals to be unlucky, and will not choose white horses, cats or dogs, and consider it an omen of misfortune if they come across a white hare or rabbit. Some two or three years ago the writer was in Devonshire, and near the place where he took up his temporary abode was a very picturesque-looking churchyard. One moonlight evening, all unconscious of there being anything unusual in it, he announced his intention of sitting there for an hour or so before turning in, there being a magnificent view over a long stretch of sea, the church being built on the edge of the cliff. The landlady, a prosaic enough looking old woman, one would think, threw up her hands in protestation.


“You surely wouldn’t do anything so rash, sir,” she said.


“Why not?”


“Because,” and she lowered her voice to an awed whisper, “it’s haunted.”


“Indeed?”


“Yes, sir; it’s haunted by the ghost of—”


Oh! shades of wehr-wolves, loups-garoux, bear-men or other ferocious creatures, shiver in your graves and hide your diminished heads before the terrible monster the landlady’s imagination conjured up. This evil thing that had the power to work untold harm was nothing more nor less than the ghost of a “white rabbit.”


This was too much for the writer’s risible nerves, and he disgusted the landlady, not only by a peal of laughter, but also by making a point of going every night during the remainder of his stay to the haunted churchyard. It is needless to add that the formidable ghost never gratified him by making its appearance.


The earliest mention of wehr-wolves is to be found among the traditions and in the mythology of the Scandinavians. The wolf is frequently mentioned in the Edda. There is Fenris, the offspring of Loki, the Evil Principle, an enormous and appalling wolf. The ancient Scandinavians believed that he will continue to cause great mischief to humanity until the Last Day, when, after a fearful combat, he will devour Odin; not content with this, he will devour the sun, but will in his turn, be killed by Vidar.


There are also two wolves, one of which pursues the sun, and the other the moon, and one day both these orbs will be caught and devoured by them; probably one of these is confounded with Fenris, for two wolves would scarcely devour one sun, unless they divided it in halves.


Of the origin of these wolves the Edda tells that a hag dwells in a wood to the east of Midgard, this is called J’arnvid, or the Iron Wood, and is the abode of a race of witches called J’arnvidjur.


This old hag is the mother of many gigantic sons, who are all of them wolf-shaped. The most formidable of these is named Managarm; he will be filled with the lifeblood of men who draw near their end, and will swallow up the moon, and stain the heavens and the earth with blood. Then shall the sun grow dim (preparatory to being devoured) and the winds howl tumultuously to and fro. The snow will fall from the four corners of the world. The stars will vanish from the heavens. The tottering mountains will crumble to pieces; the sea will rush upon the land; and the great serpent, advancing to the shore will inundate the air and water with floods of venom. Then will follow “the twilight of the Gods” — the end of the world.


It may not be out of place here to mention that that apocryphal monster, the dragon, was by many affirmed to be the offspring of an eagle and a she-wolf. An old writer declared that “the dragon had the beake and wings of an eagle, a serpente’s taile, the feete of a wolfe, and a skin speckled and partie-colored like a serpente.” He adds the following extraordinary statement, “Neither can it open the eyelids, and it liveth in caves.”


Olaus Magnus, Archbishop of Upsal, and Metropolitan of Sweden in the sixteenth century, wrote a great deal on the subject of wehr-wolves. He relates, that in the northern parts, at Christmas, there is a great gathering of these men-wolves, who, during the night, rage with such fierceness against mankind, for they are much more savage than natural wolves, that the inhabitants suffer infinite miseries. They attack houses, break open doors, destroy the inmates, and going to the cellars, drink amazing quantities of ale and mead, leaving the empty barrels heaped one on another. Somewhere in those wild northern regions, there was once a wall, belonging to a castle which had been destroyed; and here the wehr-wolves were wont to assemble at a given time and exercise themselves in trying to leap over the wall. The fat ones that could not succeed were flogged by their captains. Olaus asserts that great men and members of the chief nobility of the land belonged to this singular confraternity. The change was effected by mumbling certain words and drinking a cup of ale to a man-wolf. It was necessary that the transformation should take place in some secret cellar or private wood, and the wehr-wolves could change to and fro as often as they pleased. It was not always, however, that the man-wolf could change his shape in time to save his life.


There is a story told of a Russian Archduke, who seized a sorcerer, named Lycaon (perhaps a descendant of the Arcadian king), and commanded him to change himself into a wolf. The enchanter obeyed; not thinking of treachery, he crouched down, muttering incantations, and straightway became a wolf, with glaring eyes, grinning jaws, and raging so fearfully that the keepers could scarcely hold him. By way of having a little sport, the Archduke set two ferocious hounds upon him, and the unfortunate Lycaon was torn to pieces before he could resume his human form.


Some of the lycanthropists felt no uneasiness during the change, but others were afflicted with great pain and horror, while the hair was breaking out of their skin even before they were thoroughly changed.


Some could change themselves whenever they wished, others were transformed twice a year, at Christmas and Midsummer, at which times they grew savage, and were seized with a desire to converse with wolves in the woods. Many of these wehr-wolves bore marks of wounds and scars on their faces and bodies which had been inflicted on them by dogs or men when in their lupine form.


Wehr-wolves were distinguished from natural wolves by having no tails, and by their eyes; for these latter never changed, they were always human. The salve, which in some places was supposed to work the change, was composed of gruesome ingredients, in which the fat of newly-born strangled infants, the marrow of malefactors collected at the foot of the gibbet, the blood of bats, toads and owls, the grease of sows, wolves and weasels, mixed with belladonna, aconite, parsley, poppy, hemlock, combined with various other noxious ingredients, and must have formed a delectable compound.


That lycanthropy was known as a disease is evident, from some of the old writers speaking of it: “The infected,” says one of them, “imitate wolves, and think themselves such, leaping out of their beds and running wild about the fields at night, worrying the flocks, and snarling like a dog. They lurk about the sepulchres by day with pale looks, hollow eyes, thirsty tongues, and exulcerated bodies. They have a black, ugly and fearful look,”


It is supposed that Nebuchadnezzar was attacked with this kind of madness when he grovelled about on all fours and ate grass like the beasts.


So late as the reign of James the First, an Englishman, Bishop Hali, traveling in Germany, related that he went through a certain wood that was haunted, not only by freebooters, but by wolves and witches (although these last are oft-times but one). He saw there a boy, half of whose face had been devoured by a witch-wolf, yet so as that the ear was rather cut than bitten off.


At Limburgh the Bishop saw one of these creatures executed; the wretched woman was put on the wheel, and confessed in her tortures that she had devoured two-and-forty children in her wolf-form.


Other authorities state that wehr-wolves were always at enmity with witches. There is a tale told of a countryman who put up at the house of a jovial bailiff, drank too much, and was left to have his sleep out on the floor. The next morning, a horse was found dead in the paddock, cut in two with a scythe. In answer to questions, the guest admitted that he was a wehr-wolf, and that he had hunted a witch about the field. She had taken refuge under the horse, and in aiming at her he had unintentionally divided the animal in halves.





PART  II


Many are the stories related of wehr-wolves; but they differ somewhat according to the locality from which they come. Thus, there are many versions of the following.


A nobleman was traveling with his retainers; and one night they found themselves in a thick wood, far from all human habitations. They were hungry, for they had no provisions with them and did not know what to do. One of the servants, however, told them not to be surprised at anything that might happen.   He then went into a dark part of the forest, and presently a wolf was seen to run past, and soon came back with a sheep it had slain, which the company were very grateful for. Then the wolf went to the dark spot, and the servant emerged from there in his proper shape. He was a wehr-wolf.


Another account says that it was a slave who turned himself into a wolf, but unfortunately the dogs set upon him and tore out one of his eyes, so that afterwards he was blind of one eye.


Again, a tale says it was a gentleman who transformed himself because a lady wished to see the change, and lost his eye in consequence.


There are numerous instances of wolves having been wounded, and the next day human beings being found wounded in exactly the same place, thus clearly demonstrating the fact that they were wehr-wolves.


In one case a nobleman had a beautiful wife; whether he had tired of her is not stated, but the sequel looks like it, and that he took this means of getting rid of her. A friend came to stay at the castle, who went out hunting. On his return he informed the nobleman that a huge wolf had attacked him, but that he had succeeded in cutting off one of its forepaws which he brought home with him. On taking it out of the cloth in which he had wrapped it, he was horrified to see, not a wolfs paw, but a delicate white hand, having jewels on the fingers. The nobleman instantly recognized the rings as his wife’s. Going to her room he found her looking very ill and carefully keeping her right hand covered up. Insisting on seeing it, he soon discovered the bleeding wrist, and knew for certain that his wife was a wehr-wolf. This unfortunate lady was tried and executed, falling a victim to her husband’s dislike.


In one version, a man going home in the dark was attacked by a wolf, but managed to cut off a paw, which, on reaching his house, he found was a human hand. In a day or two he discovered that a young man of his acquaintance had lost his right hand that very night, which was proof-positive that he was the wehr-wolf who had attacked him.


There is a story related that a nobleman traveling with his servants in some part of France came upon an old beggar-man who was toiling along under a heavy wallet. One of the servants good naturedly offered to carry it, an offer which was accepted.   The man felt curious to know what was in the bag, and opening it saw a wolf skin. A desire to put it on came over him, and doing so, he was instantly transformed into a wolf, and rushed about snarling and howling, and trying to attack everyone near him. The dogs had to be set on him, and he only succeeded in getting out of the wolf skin with his life, having received several wounds from the dogs. This man averred that the nature of a wolf seemed to come upon him with its skin, and he had a desire to rend anyone he could seize. Of course they looked at once for the original owner of the skin, the beggar, but the old loup-garou had disappeared and never came to claim his property.


In different countries these metamorphoses were effected by different means. A Swedish tradition relates that a cottager named Lasse, having gone into the forest to fell a tree, neglected to cross himself and say his Paternoster. By this neglect a troll was enabled to change him into a wolf. His wife, who mourned his loss for many years, was told by a beggar-woman, to whom she had been kind, that she would see her husband again as he was not dead, but roaming the forest as a wolf. That very evening, as she was in her pantry putting away a joint of meat, a wolf put its paws on the windowsill, and looked sorrowfully at her. “Ah!” said she, “if I knew that thou wert my husband, I would give thee this meat.” At that instant the wolf skin fell off, and her husband stood before her in the same old clothes which he had on on the day of his disappearance.


In parts of Germany, those who wished to become wehr-wolves, obtained the power by drinking a nauseous draught from the hands of one already initiated.


In France, usually, the change was made by rubbing with some unguent, generally of demoniacal origin. Others asserted that wolf skins given them by devils, had the quality of transforming those who put them on into ferocious animals themselves.


Mostly the loup-garou was able to re-transform himself back into his human shape at his own will by such expedients as plunging into water, rolling over and over in the dew, or resuming his clothes, which were usually hidden in some thicket while the wehr-wolves were on their runs; but there were cases where the victims were unable to escape from their lupine form for periods ranging from a month to seven years.   These were generally victims of the hatred of relatives who took this method of punishing those who were obnoxious to them.


It was said that jilted mistresses and deserted wives used to bribe witches to turn their faithless swains or husbands into wolves for the term of seven years. These wolves, however, were not credited with a taste for human flesh.


Some of those who were executed as lycanthropists, declared in their confessions, that no sooner had they put on the wolf-skin received from a demon, than their whole nature seemed to change. Their teeth felt on edge to bite and rend, the blood-thirst awoke in them, and they would dart forth from hut or brake or thicket, whereever, in fact, the metamorphoses had taken place, and traverse meadows, forests, plains and marshes, howling in a frightful manner until they met a victim, when they would rend him with teeth and claws, preparatory to making a meal of him. In great fear were these wehr-wolves held, and terrible tales were told of them and the bloody scenes and unhallowed deeds that were supposed to be enacted in their nocturnal haunts.


Real wolves in severe winters have been known to come into villages and kill children, and cases have been heard of, when terribly pressed by hunger, their invading burial grounds, and disinterring the dead, and occasionally, perhaps, their depredations have been put down wrongfully to some unfortunate being suspected of being a loup-garou; but unfortunately there was only too much truth in the stories told of some of these human wolves and their propensities for cannibalism.


These insane creatures actually believed that they turned into wolves, though no trustworthy person had ever seen the transformation. Some of them ran about on all-fours, and devoured with eagerness any offal that came in their way.


As with witchcraft, so with lycanthropy.


When the persecution against wehr-wolves was disconnected and fitful, isolated cases only were heard of; but when, towards the end of the sixteenth century, something like a crusade was preached, and priestly anathemas were hurled against it, lycanthropy alarmingly increased. Nothing else being talked about, hundreds of weak heads were turned, silly persons accused themselves of the crime and attempted to play wolf, though somehow or other they could never manage the transformation to the satisfaction of their neighbors.


Not to be done however, some of them got over this difficulty by asserting that they wore their bristles inside their skin.


The folly and ignorance of our ancestors in those days must have been prodigious. Look at the scientific treatises they wrote to prove witchcraft true, and now this palpable lie took in these same learned persons, and a very animated discussion ensued upon the why and the wherefore of this extraordinary fact. The savants, with their usual discernment propounded a great many ingenious theories to account for so remarkable a circumstance, theories which satisfied everybody, except those who had counter-theories of their own. It must have been an edifying sight, these grave and reverend seignors explaining to their own and everybody else’s satisfaction how it was that the bristles of the invisible wolf-pelts could be worn under the human skin.


In 1598, a tailor of Chalons was sentenced to be burned alive for lycanthropy. He used to decoy children into his shop, or waylay them in the woods at dusk. After tearing them with his teeth and killing them, he dressed their flesh like ordinary meat, and devoured it with great relish. A cask full of bones was found in his house, but the number of his victims is unknown.


Peter Bourgot, a shepherd of Besançon, having lost his sheep in a storm, recovered them by the aid of the devil, whom he agreed to serve, and was transformed into a wolf by being smeared with a salve. He confessed that he had often killed and eaten children and even grown persons. On one of his raids, a boy whom he attacked screamed so loudly that he was obliged to return to his clothes, and smear himself again in order to escape detection.


One Roulet was a wretched beggar, whose idiotic mind was completely mastered by his cannibal appetite. The first knowledge of his depraved taste was obtained by some countrymen, who, while passing a wild and lonely spot near Caude, found the mutilated corpse of a boy of fifteen. On their approach, two wolves which had been rending the body ran off. Following their tracks, the men came upon a half-naked man crouching in the bushes. His hair and beard were long and straggling, and his nails, which were the length of claws, were clotted with blood and shreds of human flesh. Roulet acknowledged that he had killed the boy, and would have devoured the body completely had it not been for the arrival of the men. He said,  at his trial, that he transformed  himself into a wolf by using an ointment his parents had given him; and added, that the wolves that had been seen leaving the corpse were his brother and cousin. There is do doubt this man killed and eat several children, under the belief that he was a wolf. He was sentenced to death, but afterwards placed in a madhouse.


Another lycanthropist, Jacques Raollet, was a native of Maumusson, near Nantes. His hair floated over his shoulders like a mane, his eyes were buried in his head, his brows knit, his nails excessively long, and he smelt so strong that nobody cared to go near him. This wehr-wolf had a  propensity for which a good many persons, instead of finding fault with him, would applaud him in the present day; he confessed that it was a frequent custom of his to devour lawyers, bailiffs and others of the same sort, though he avowed that their flesh was so tough that he could never digest it.


Raollet was captured by the aid of dogs. During his examination he asked a gentleman who was present if he did not remember once to have discharged his arquebus at three wolves.


The gentleman, a noted sportsman, admitted that he had done so, upon which Raollet declared that he was one of those wolves, and if they had not been put to flight by the peppering they had received on that occasion they would have devoured a woman who was working in a field close by. He was condemned to death by the Parliament of Angers and was burned at the stake.


Though wolves were the principal animals into which men were supposed to be transformed, there were stories of other metamorphoses into bears, cats and hares. According to one tale a man was cleaving wood in his courtyard, when he was suddenly attacked by three very large and ferocious cats. He defended himself by his prayers and his axe, and finally drove off the animals, who were considerably the worse for the combat. What was the man’s astonishment shortly afterwards to be hauled before a magistrate on the charge of grievously wounding three honorable matrons. The ferocious cats were ladies of high rank, the affair was hushed up, and the man was dismissed under a strict injunction to secrecy on forfeit of his life.


In 1661, in Poland, in the forest of Lithuania, some huntsmen perceived a great many bears together, and in the midst of them two of small size, which exhibited some affinity to the human shape. Their curiosity excited, the men with considerable difficulty, for the creature defended itself with its teeth and claws, managed to capture one of these small bears. It ran about on all fours, the skin and hair were white, the limbs well proportioned and strong, the visage fair and the eyes blue, but the creature could not speak, and its inclinations were altogether brutish. It appeared to be about nine years old. This bear-child was shown to the king and queen. It was christened by an archbishop in the name of Joseph Ursin, the Queen of Poland standing godmother, and the French Ambassador, godfather. Attempts were made to tame Joseph, but with not much success. He could not be taught to speak, though there was no apparent defect in his tongue; nor could he be induced to throw aside his fierceness, or to wear clothes or shoes, or anything on his head; however, he learned to walk upright on his feet and go where he was bidden. He liked raw flesh. Sometimes he would steal to the woods and there suck the sap from the trees after he had torn off the bark with his nails.


One day it was observed that he being in a wood when a bear had killed two men, that ferocious beast came to him, and instead of harming him, fondled him and licked his face and body.


Whether this creature was really a human child stolen by bears in its infancy, is not stated, nor what eventually became of him.


There have been accounts too, but whether trustworthy or not, it is impossible to say, of baboons carrying off children and bringing them up with their own young, and these children grew up with all the characteristics of their baboon foster parents save that their skins were not hairy. When found and taken back to their rightful place among men, they pined, were miserable, and seized the first opportunity of returning to the haunts of the wild men of the woods whose natures seemed to be in affinity with their own.


It is also said that Romulus and Remus have had modern counterparts.  A case occurred in Oude not many years ago.


This story is vouched for as being absolutely true. It was somewhere about 1840 that a child of eighteen months old was missed by its parents. It was supposed that wolves had devoured it. About seven years after a man shooting in the jungle saw a she-wolf with several cubs, one of these had the appearance of a boy running about on all fours. With considerable difficulty he captured it, for the she-wolf showed fight. The animal snarled and growled like a wolf, and tried to bite its captor.   It was exhibited at Lucknow and caused considerable sensation. It was eventually handed over to one of the authorities (an English officer) who had a cage made for it, as it was dangerous to let it loose. None doubted that it was a human being, though it never stood erect, or uttered any sound save a growl or hoarse bark. It would only eat raw flesh, and when clothes were made for it, it tore them to pieces. A rank wolfish smell issued from the pores of its skin, which was covered with thin short hair. Among the crowds who came to see the monster was the woman who had lost the child seven years before. To her horror she discovered by certain marks upon it that it was her own missing offspring. Every effort was made to tame him but without effect. He pined away and died in about a year after his capture.


In 1849 at the little hamlet of Polomyja, in Austrian Galicia, a white-bearded venerable man might have been seen sitting at the porch of a church asking alms of the poor wood-cutters who made up the population. This beggar, whose name was Swiatek, eked out his subsistence by the charity of the villagers and the sale of small pinchbeck ornaments and beads. Several children disappeared about this time, but nobody connected their disappearance with the venerable looking Swiatek, and as the wolves happened to be particularly ravenous that winter, it was supposed they had eaten them, and the exasperated villagers killed several. But a horrible discovery was made in the following May. An innkeeper lost two ducks and suspected Swiatek of being the thief. To satisfy himself he went to the beggar’s cottage. The smell of roasted meat which greeted his nostrils when he entered confirmed his suspicions. As he threw open the door he saw the beggar hide something under his long robe.. The innkeeper at once seized Swiatek by the throat and charged him with the theft, when, to his horror, he saw the head of a girl of fourteen drop from beneath the pauper’s clothes.


He called the neighbors, and the old beggar, his wife, his daughter aged sixteen, and his son, aged five, were locked up. The hut was then thoroughly examined, and the mutilated remains of the poor girl were discovered, part being cooked. At his trial Swiatek stated that he and his family had eaten six persons. His children, however, declared that the number was much larger, and this testimony was confirmed by the discovery in the hut of fourteen different suits of clothes. For three years Swiatek had been indulging in this horrible propensity, which had suddenly sprung into existence by the following circumstance: In 1846, he found amid the charred ruins of a Jewish tavern, the half-roasted corpse of its proprietor, who had perished in the flames. The half-starved beggar could not resist the desire to taste it, and having done so, the unnatural craving impelled him to gratify his depraved appetite by murder. The indignation against him was so great that he would have been torn in pieces by the populace only he anticipated their vengeance by hanging himself the first night of his confinement from the bars of the prison-window.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·



There is a romantic Breton story of a nobleman who used to transform himself.


His wife discovered his secret, and possessed herself of his clothes while he was in the lupine state, thus preventing him from returning to his proper form. She then married a lover, and Bisclavret lurked miserably in woods, longing in vain to shake off the brutish semblance that imprisoned him.


The king hunting one day pursued the man-wolf, and at last ran him down. He was about to kill the animal, when it seized his stirrup and appeared to implore his protection.


The king, greatly astonished, had him taken to court, where he became a great favorite, his manners were so gentle and dog-like.


But one day his faithless wife’s husband came to court, when Bisclavret jumped savagely upon him and nearly killed him before he could be rescued by the attendants. Again the same thing happened, but on the faithless dame herself appearing Bisclavret seized upon her and tore her nose from her face.


This incensed the king greatly, and he would have put the wolf to death, when an aged counselor perceiving some mystery, advised that the lady and the knight should be imprisoned until the truth should be extorted from them.


This was done and Bisclavret’s clothes being restored to him, he became a comely gentleman, who was taken into high favor. The wicked wife and her companion were banished from the land.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


Instances might be multiplied by the score, but enough has been said to show that while wehr-wolves were a myth built up by superstition, Lycanthropy, or wolf-madness was no myth, but a dread and appalling reality.
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In the dim days of yore, the people of the kingdom of Ossory [34] had the power of changing themselves into wolves whenever they pleased. During the whole time that an Ossorian lived as a wolf, his own proper body remained at home as if he were dead: and when about to make a wolf of himself he gave strict orders to his friends not to disturb the body; for if it were removed he was never able to regain his own shape, but was doomed to remain a wolf for the rest of his natural life.


While he was in his wolf-shape he ravaged sheepfolds and devoured cattle, and was in every respect as fierce and bloodthirsty as any natural-born wolf. And if you came on him suddenly and attacked him in the act of eating a sheep, he commonly ran straight home and resumed his own shape. But although he was now, when you confronted him, a man, and looked as innocent as a lamb, yet if you insisted on examining him closely, you found on him all the marks and tokens of his savage feast — splashes of blood here and there, and bits of raw flesh in his teeth; and the wounds you inflicted on the wolf, you found them fresh and bleeding on the corresponding parts of the man’s body.


This extraordinary superstition prevailed in Ireland from very remote times; for we find it alluded to in the “Book of the Dun Cow,” a volume transcribed about the year 1100, but whose contents belong to a much earlier age. In this old book there is a sermon on the Resurrection, in which the writer mentions several kinds of supernatural changes, for the purpose of pointing out that the Resurrection shall be different from them all; and among them he mentions the transformation of a man into a wolf.


The superstition held its ground for many centuries; and how very generally it was received as an undoubted fact is shown by its frequent mention in old writings, as well indeed as by the language of those who argue against it. Fynes Moryson, writing in or about the year 1600, speaks of it in these words: “It is ridiculous which some Irish (who will be believed as men of credit) report of men in these parts [Upper Ossory and Ormond] turned into wolves, except the abundance of melancholy humour transports them to imagine that they are so transformed.”


A circumstance so wonderful could not escape the notice of Giialdus Cambrensis; and he firmly believed it, as he was ready to believe every other marvelous story. He devotes a whole chapter to it, which he heads “Of the prodigies of our times, and first of a wolf that conversed with a priest,” at the end of which he has a learned argument to prove that it was not unusual for men to be transformed into other animals; and to remove all doubt he gives examples of several supernatural transformations witnessed in his time.


He says that he himself saw persons who by magic arts could change, and often did change, an ordinary object, such as a stone or a clod of earth, into a fat pig. It was a common practice with these rogues to raise money by driving a pig extemporized in this way, to the nearest market; and of course they generally disposed of them without delay, for they could well afford to undersell the owners of real honest pigs. These counterfeit pigs were always of a red color; if they crossed a stream of water they returned at once to their own shape — stick or stone as it might be — under the very eyes of the unfortunate purchaser; and in any case they never retained their pig-shape longer than three days.


Giraldus also reminds us that in his own day there were many old women in Scotland and Wales, as well as in Ireland, who were in the habit of turning themselves into hares and running about the country at night sucking the teats of cows. And here we are forced to acknowledge that he is corroborated by several Irish story-tellers of much later times, down even to the present day, who relate many curious stories of old women turning themselves into hares, and of some who were pursued by huntsmen and hounds and were caught almost in the very act of returning to their own shape. And after regaining the old-woman shape the wounds inflicted by the hounds were still on the corresponding parts of their bodies, raw and bleeding, as in the case of the man-wolves above mentioned.


The account given by Giraldus of the Ossorian wolf-transformation is somewhat different from that which we find in our own ancient writings. According to him there were always two of the Ossory people — a man and a woman — passing their lives in the shape of wolves: each couple remained so for seven years, at the end of which time, if they lived so long, they were permitted to return to their home and another pair took their place. It appears moreover — according to Giraldus — that it was a curse pronounced against the people of Ossory by St. Natalis [35] that brought this dreadful visitation on them; but Giraldus does not inform us what it was that moved the anger of the saint.


Giraldus is never wanting in a good story when it goes to confirm his statements; and he has here a very circumstantial one about a wolf who conversed with a priest three years before earl John’s visit to Ireland. This priest, who was on his way southwards from Ulster, was benighted in a wood on the borders of Meath. He and a young lad who was his companion lighted a fire under a large tree where they intended to pass the night; and as they were sitting and watching by their fire, a wolf came up and spoke to them in very good Gaelic, telling them not to be in the least afraid, and that they need not run away, for there was no danger.


The travelers were of course astonished and frightened beyond measure; but after some further conversation, they became convinced that the visitor was really a man in the shape of a wolf. Giraldus then goes on to recount particulars of the interview, among them a relation about the administration of sacraments which is too revolting to be transferred to these pages. The wolf remained at the fire with them during the night, conducting himself with propriety and good sense, and in all respects — except shape — like a man. In the morning he led them to the verge of the wood and pointed out the straight road for a long distance.


Before resuming his journey the priest (who it must be remembered was an Irishman) inquired from the wolf whether the hostile people (the Anglo-Normans) who had lately landed in Ireland would, hold the country for any length of time. To which the wolf (who was also of course an Irishman) replied, in a tone of great piety: “The anger of the Lord has fallen on an evil generation; and on account of the sins of our (i.e. the Irish) nation and the monstrous vices of the people, He has given them into the hands of their enemies. This foreign race shall be quite secure and invincible so long as they shall walk in the ways of the Lord and keep His commandments. But we know that the path leading to sinful pleasures is easy, and human nature is prone to follow evil example; so if this strange people shall hereafter learn our wicked habits from living amongst us, they will no doubt, like us, draw down upon themselves the vengeance of Divine Providence.” So having finished his sanctimonious speech, he left them to pursue their journey.


It is much to be feared that this last part of the narrative, as well as other particulars which I have omitted, was invented by Giraldus himself for the double pious purpose of favoring his Anglo-Norman friends and having a good hearty slap at the Irish people.


The Kongs Skuggio has this man-wolf story also, not very different from what is related above; but the writer attributes the transformation to St. Patrick, who pronounced the curse against the Ossorians, because when he attempted to preach to them they howled at him like a pack of wolves by a preconcerted arrangement. [36]


The belief in the transformation of human beings into wolves prevailed very widely — almost all over the known world in fact — in ancient times; and it still holds its ground in some countries of northern Europe. Although however the superstition is now confined within comparatively narrow limits, it is still remembered in the popular legends of nearly every country of Europe; and here most readers will call to mind the horrible German legends of the “were-wolf.” The German were-wolf was a much more atrocious and fiendish animal than our Ossorian man-wolf; for his favorite repast was human flesh torn up from graveyards; whereas Giraldus Cambrensis, who would be only too glad to find a flaw in the behavior of an Irish wolf, does not record that the Ossorian man-wolves ever did anything worse than devouring a cow or a sheep.
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[Montague Summers, in his excellent monograph, “The Werewolf,” tells the following incident which was related to him as an actual happening that took place in the late 1880’s. Despite its brevity, it is a perfect weird tale; so we reprint it herewith.

 — editor, Weird Tales, June 1939.]







An Oxford professor, being an ardent fisherman, had taken a small cottage for the summer on the shores of one of the remoter lakes in Merionethshire, among the hills, and here he and his wife were entertaining a guest. Whilst wading one day a few yards into the lake he stumbled over an object which seemed upon examination to be the skull of a dog belonging to an uncommonly large breed. Desirous of investigating further he cartied it back to the house, where it was temporarily placed on a kitchen shelf.


That evening his wife had been left alone awhile, and to her surprise not unmixed with fear she heard a snuffling and scratching at the kitchen door which led into the yard. Hesitant lest she should be confronted with a fierce dog, she went into the room to make sure the door was barred. As she moved, something drew her attention to the window, and there she saw glaring at her through the diamond panes the head of a huge creature, half animal, half human. The cruel panting jaws were gaping wide and showed keen white teeth; the great furry paws clasped the sill like hands; the red eyes gleamed hideously; it was the gaze of a man, horribly intensive, horribly intelligent. Half fainting with fear she ran through to the front door and shot the bolt.


A moment after she heard heavy breathing outside and the latch rattled menacingly. The minutes that followed were full of acutest suspense, and now and again a low snarl would be heard at the door or window, and a sound as though the creature were endeavoring to force its entrance. At last the voices of her husband and his friend, come back from their ramble, sounded in the little garden; and as they knocked, finding the door fast, she was but able to open ere she fell in a swoon at their feet.


When her senses returned, to find herself laid on the sofa and her husband anxiously bending over her, she told in halting accents what had happened.


That night, having made all secure and extinguished the lamps, the two men sat up quietly, armed with stout sticks and a gun.


The hours passed slowly, until when all was darkest and most lonely the soft thud of cushioned paws was heard on the gravel outside, and nails scratched at the kitchen window. To their horror, in a stale phosphorescent light they saw the hideous mask of a wolf with the eyes of a man glaring through the glass, eyes that were red with hellish rage.


Snatching the gun they rushed to the door, but it had seen their movement and was away in a moment. As they issued from the house a shadowy undefined shape slipped through the open gate, and in the stars they could just see a huge animal making toward the lake, into which it disappeared silently, nor did a ruffle cross the surface of the water.


Early the next morning the professor took the skull, and rowing a little way out from the shore flung it as far as possible into the deeper part of the tarn. The werewolf was never seen again.


Here we have a phantom werewolf whose power for evil and ability to materialize in some degree were seemingly energized by the recovery of the skull.
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Footnotes:  The Man-Wolf


[01]   The martyrdom of the Eleven Thousand Virgins is placed by some writers about the end of the fourth century. When Conan, say they, with eleven thousand British warriors, in the service of the Emperor Maximus (or of Constantine, Tyran.), conquered Armorica, and founded the Kingdom of Little Britain, or Brittany, the Emperor, to reward his valor, sent to demand from Dionotus, King of Cornwall, as many virgins as would suffice to wive the whole body. Dionotus, accordingly, despatched his daughter Ursula and eleven thousand of the elite of the British virginity in this laudable enterprise; but the fair adventurers being cast on shore by a tempest among the Huns and Picts, and declining to receive their hands in substitution for those of their own countrymen, were mercilessly sent to heaven by the ruffians with the double crown of virginity and martyrdom. This story has puzzled everybody but those of the learned society of Sorbonne, who chose Saint Ursula for their patroness. Cornwall is no doubt better peopled now than it was then; and if it possesses today eleven thousand handsome and marriageable virgins, all that can be said is, that it is a great shame. 


[02]   Roncier; so denominated because her statue was found buried among brambles. This simulacrum, by the way, has been supposed to be the property of Isis, or at least   the Roman Lares and Penates. — Ogée, Dict. de Bret.

 The pious fraud is not uncommon; even Venus sometimes has been transubstantiated into the Holy Virgin. —Martin, Religion du Gaulois.  


[03]   Afterwards possessed by the celebrated Olivier de Clisson.


[04]   Ogée, t. 2. p. 204


[05]   Abelard was a successor of this saint in the abbacy of the monastery at Rhuys, where the pulpit of the lover of Heloise is still shown to the visitor.


[06]   The Devil, intending to play St. Gildas a trick, sent four of his confidential spirits, disguised as monks, to beseech him to repair with them to the convent of St. Philibert, where a friend in articulo mortis desired to see him. The saint, although knowing well enough what lurked under the cowl, embarked with the false monks; but the party was no sooner fairly out to sea than he began to chant with a loud voice, Deus, in adiutorium! (O God, come to my assistance!) when the boat immediately went to pieces, the demons disappeared, and he himself was carried respectfully by the waves to land.


[07]   The physician, in these days, cried, like Wisdom, in the streets. “Ventouses à ventouser!” was the burthen; cupping being then the principal business of the profession.


[08]   The wines of the environs of Paris, mirabile dictu, were anciently celebrated. Baccius, in his treatise De Vineis, printed at Rome in 1596, says that they do not yield to any in the kingdom; and a century after, Chaulieu represents the Marquis of la Fare as going to Surêne and drinking so freely of them that he could not well find the door:

 

“Et l’on m’écrit qu’à Surêne Au cabaret, on a vu La Fare, et le bon Silène, Qui, pour en avoir trop bu, Retrouvoient la porte à peine D’un lieu qu’ils ont tant connu.”

 

[And I am told that in Surêne, at the cabaret, they saw La Fare and the good Silenus, who, having drunk too much, were barely finding the door of a place they knew so well.]


[09]   To have only one plate and one cup at table was a mark of gallantry and good understanding between a lady and gentleman. In the old romance of Perceforet, in describing a feast of eight hundred knights, it is said, “Et si n’y eust celuy (personne) qui n’eust une dame ou une pucelle à son écuelle.” Drinking out of the same cup is still a token of love in some parts of Lower Brittany.


[10]   The new and terrible disease of leprosy was held to form a proper reason for divorce, although this was not sanctioned by any express law.


[11]   Women who understood Latin were held in especial horror by the Bretons; and many stories such as that which follows were told to account for or excuse the feeling. Female learning has in all ages been hated by male ignorance. The classification in the following stanza is odd:

 

“La femme qui parle Latin,

L’enfant qui est nourri de vin,

Soleil qui luiserne au matin,

Ne vient point à bonne fin.”

—PIERRE GROSNET

 

[The woman who speaks Latin,

The child who is nourished with wine,

The sun that shines in the morning

Does not come to a good end.]



[12]   The usual token of the times.


[13]   The formula of admission for naughty husbands. — Evangiles des Connoiles, p. 101.


[14]   The superstition of the loup-garou held the sinners of Brittany in awe for a considerable time. The guilty found themselves transformed into wolves for a space short or long, in proportion to the magnitude of the offense; but it is said that, in process of years, men became so audacious, that some individuals sought, from an odd and vicious taste, the metamorphoses which their fathers had endured as a punishment. The Leader mentioned was an apparition of a grim, lank personage, followed by a string of specter wolves.


[15]   The Low Bretons, in their quality, no doubt, of descendants of the Celts, are said to have been a grave, melancholy race, much addicted to drinking, fanciful, and superstitious.


[16]   “Lever à six, diner à dix,

Souper à six, coucher à dix,

Fait vivre l’homme dix fois dix.”

—OLD PROVERB

 
 
[Get up at six, have dinner at ten,

Supper at six, go to bed at ten,

Makes a man live ten times ten.]


[17]   When the body of a drowned person could not readily be found, a candle was stuck into a loaf, and sent adrift upon the water. The light, of course, put itself out at the proper spot.


[18]   Thiers, Traité de Superst. t. 1. p. 71.


[19]   This lady was no doubt one of that unearthly sisterhood known to the Bretons by the name of the “Laveuses de Nuit.” Had the Knight refused to wring with her, he would have fared much worse; and if he had only thought of looking about the spot when the task was ended, it is not improbable that he would have found the drops which fell from the garment metamorphosed into pearls and other precious stones.


[20]   Cousins of the Laveuses de Nuit


[21]   These gentry were the Hommes Blancs, of the same family as the Laveuses and Crieuses de Nuit


[22]   In the cottages the whole family slept in the same bed; and this, it would seem, from the enormous size of the beds, must at one time have been the custom even among the higher classes.


[23]   A common title given by ladies to their lords. — Le Grand d’Aussi, t. 1. P. 339.


[24]   Two centuries later, a magnificent convent of Carmelites was founded on the same site by John II. Count of Richemond. The cloister was composed of seventy-two vaults, and in the middle there was a well of limpid water, surmounted by a beautiful dove-cote. This edifice was destroyed in the wars of the League.


[25]   Tristan le Voyageur. This agreeable traveler tells a story of a certain lord translated into a loup-garou, whose wife’s gallant steals his clothes. The unhappy wolf wanders for many days through the forest, till meeting accidentally the Duke when hunting, he forgets his present plight, makes a very gentlemanly obeisance, and falls into the line of courtiers. He is carried to the palace as a prodigy, caressing and caressed by all; till seeing his base supplanter enter the room, he suddenly springs at his throat, and is with difficulty prevented from tearing him to pieces. Whereupon the wife and the gallant are arrested, confess their misdeeds, and restore the clothes; and the loup-garou becomes a man again. The motto alludes to this story. As for the apparently trifling circumstance of dress making all the difference between a wolf and a lord of those times, thereby hangs a tail, or a sequence, which might be twisted into a pretty moral.





Footnotes:  Hugues, the Wer-Wolf


[26]   That woody district, at the period to which our tale belongs, was an immense forest, desolate of inhabitants, and only occupied by wild swine and deer, and though it is now filled with towns and villages and well peopled, the woods that remain sufficiently indicate its former extent. “And being at first,” says Hasted, “neither peopled nor cultivated, and only filled with herds of deer and droves of swine, belonged wholly to the king, for there is no mention of it but in royal grants and donations. And it may be presumed that when the weald was first made to belong to certain known owners, as well as the rest of the country, it was not then allotted into tenancies, nor manured like the rest of it; but only as men were contented to inhabit it, and by piecemeal to clear it of the wood, and convert it into tillage.”—Hasted’s Kent, vol. x, p. 134.


[27]   King Edgar is said to have been the first who attempted to rid England of these animals; criminals even being pardoned by producing a stated number of these creatures’ tongues. Some centuries after they increased to such a degree as to become again the object of royal attention; and Edward I appointed persons to extirpate this obnoxious race. It is one of the principal bearings in armory. Hugh, surnamed Lupus, the first Earl of Kent, bore for his crest a wolf’s head.


[28]   On this eve formerly the Catholic church performed a most solemn office for the repose of the dead.


[29]   Horseflesh was an article of food among our Saxon forefathers in England.





Footnotes:  La Lupa


[30]   la Lupa means the she-wolf, and also the prostitute, the enticer.


[31]   When the dress of the Madonna in the church is renewed, the old dress is divided in tiny fragments among the parishioners; the fragment is sewn in a tiny heart-shaped or locket-shaped sack, and worn round the neck on a cord, hidden in the breast, to ward off evil.


[32]   North-east.


[33]   Brigadiere is the station or the Commandant of the detachment of the Carabaneers in a small town.





Footnotes:  The Man-Wolves of Ossory


[34]   Ossory: an ancient sub kingdom comprising the present county Kilkenny and Queon’s County.


[35]  Natalis, called in Irish Naile [Nawly], is the patron saint of Kilmanagh, west of Kilkenny, and of Killenaule in Tipperary, which last took its name from him (Nawle’s Church: Joyce’s Irish Names of Places, i. 146). He was the son of Aengus mac Natfree king of Munsler, and died A.D. 564.


[36]  The Koiigs Skuggio has among its wonders an account of the Gelts or Madmen who in lapse of time got covered with a growth of feathers and flitted about on the tops of the trees like so many squirrels. Our Irish writings have full records of these Gelts though they do not class them with the wonders. An account of them will bu found in my “Smaller Soc. Hist, of Auc. Ireland” (pp. 96, 97), or in my Irish Names of Places under Glannagalt (i. 172).
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A Ballad of  the Were-Wolf

 Rosamund Marriott Watson


 ANNOTATIONS





	The gudewife* sits i’ the chimney-neuk*

	*good-wife; nook

	An’ looks on the louping* flame;

	*leaping

	The rain fa’s* chill, and the win’ ca’s* shrill,

	*falls; calls

	Ere the auld* gudeman* comes hame*.

	*old; husband; home




———



	“Oh, why is your cheek sae* wan, gudewife?

	*so wan

	An’ why do ye glower on me?

	- 

	Sae dour ye luik* i’ the chimney-neuk,

	*look

	Wi’ the red licht* in your e’e!

	*light in your eye




———



	“Yet this nicht* should ye welcome me,

	*night

	This *ae nicht mair than a’,

	*one night more than all

	For I hae* scotched* yon great grey wolf

	*have; “neutralized”

	That took our bairnies* twa.

	*two little children




———



	“’Twas a sair*, sair strife for my very life,

	*sore = painful or difficult

	As I warstled* there my lane*;

	*wrestled alone

	But I’ll hae her heart or e’er we part,

	-  

	Gin* ever we meet again.

	*if [from given?]




———



	“An’ ’twas ae sharp stroke o’ my bonny knife

	-  

	That gar’d* her haud awa’;

	*forced her hold away

	Fu’* fast she went — owre the bent*

	*full; *over the moor

	Wi’outen* her right fore-paw.

	*without




———



	“Gae* tak’ the foot, o’ the drumlie* brute,

	*go;  sullen or troubled

	And hang it upo’ the wa’*;

	*wall

	An’ the next time that we meet, gudewife,

	-  

	The tane* of us shall fa’.”

	*[idiom]: one or the other




———



	He’s flung his pouch on the gudewife’s lap,

	-  

	I’ the firelicht shinin’ fair,

	-  

	Yet naught they saw o’ the grey wolf’s paw,

	-  

	For a bluidy* hand lay there.

	*bloody




———



	O hooly*, hooly rose she up,

	*slowly and carefully

	Wi’ the red licht in her e’e,

	-  

	Till she stude* but a span* frae the auld gudeman

	*stood; an (extended) hand’s-breadth

	Whiles never a word spak’* she.

	*spoke




———



	But she stripped the claiths frae her lang richt arm*,

	*clothes from her long right arm

	That were wrappit roun’ and roun’,

	-  

	The first was white, an’ the last was red;

	-  

	And the fresh bluid dreeped* adown

	*dripped




———



	She stretchit him out her lang right arm,

	-  


	An’ cauld as the deid* stude he.

	*cold as the dead


	The flames louped bricht i’ the gloamin’* licht—

	*twilight


	There was nae hand there to see!—

	-  
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