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  About Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu


  Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu (1814–1873) was an Irish writer renowned for his masterful contributions to gothic fiction and supernatural tales. Often referred to as the "invisible prince" of Victorian literature, Le Fanu carved out a lasting legacy with his chilling narratives and atmospheric storytelling.




  Le Fanu began his literary career as a journalist and editor before gaining recognition as a leading author of ghost stories and mysteries. His work blends psychological depth with gothic horror, creating suspenseful tales that linger in the reader’s imagination. He is perhaps best known for Carmilla (1872), one of the earliest and most influential vampire stories, predating Bram Stoker’s Dracula by over two decades.




  Among his other notable works are Uncle Silas, a sinister mystery novel, and In a Glass Darkly, a collection of eerie tales framed as case studies of a fictional doctor. Le Fanu’s fiction often explores themes of fear, repression, madness, and the supernatural, set against the backdrop of crumbling estates and dark secrets.




  Though somewhat overlooked in his lifetime, Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu is now recognized as a foundational figure in the gothic tradition, influencing generations of horror and mystery writers. His subtle, psychological approach to the genre continues to captivate readers around the world.








In the five Northumbrian counties you will scarcely find so

bleak, ugly, and yet, in a savage way, so picturesque a moor as

Dardale Moss. The moor itself spreads north, south, east, and west,

a great undulating sea of black peat and heath.


What we may term its shores are wooded wildly with birch, hazel,

and dwarf-oak. No towering mountains surround it, but here and

there you have a rocky knoll rising among the trees, and many a

wooded promontory of the same pretty, because utterly wild, forest,

running out into its dark level.


Habitations are thinly scattered in this barren territory, and a

full mile away from the meanest was the stone cottage of Mother

Carke.


Let not my southern reader who associates ideas of comfort with

the term "cottage" mistake. This thing is built of shingle, with

low walls. Its thatch is hollow; the peat-smoke curls stingily from

its stunted chimney. It is worthy of its savage surroundings.


The primitive neighbours remark that no rowan-tree grows near,

nor holly, nor bracken, and no horseshoe is nailed on the door.


Not far from the birches and hazels that straggle about the rude

wall of the little enclosure, on the contrary, they say, you may

discover the broom and the rag-wort, in which witches mysteriously

delight. But this is perhaps a scandal.


Mall Carke was for many a year the sage femme of this

wild domain. She has renounced practice, however, for some years;

and now, under the rose, she dabbles, it is thought, in the black

art, in which she has always been secretly skilled, tells fortunes,

practises charms, and in popular esteem is little better than a

witch.


Mother Carke has been away to the town of Willarden, to sell

knit stockings, and is returning to her rude dwelling by Dardale

Moss. To her right, as far away as the eye can reach, the moor

stretches. The narrow track she has followed here tops a gentle

upland, and at her left a sort of jungle of dwarf-oak and brushwood

approaches its edge. The sun is sinking blood-red in the west. His

disk has touched the broad black level of the moor, and his parting

beams glare athwart the gaunt figure of the old beldame, as she

strides homeward stick in hand, and bring into relief the folds of

her mantle, which gleam like the draperies of a bronze image in the

light of a fire. For a few moments this light floods the air—tree,

gorse, rock, and bracken glare; and then it is out, and gray

twilight over everything.


All is still and sombre. At this hour the simple traffic of the

thinly-peopled country is over, and nothing can be more

solitary.


From this jungle, nevertheless, through which the mists of

evening are already creeping, she sees a gigantic man approaching

her.


In that poor and primitive country robbery is a crime unknown.

She, therefore, has no fears for her pound of tea, and pint of gin,

and sixteen shillings in silver which she is bringing home in her

pocket. But there is something that would have frighted another

woman about this man.


He is gaunt, sombre, bony, dirty, and dressed in a black suit

which a beggar would hardly care to pick out of the dust.


This ill-looking man nodded to her as he stepped on the

road.


"I don't know you," she said.


He nodded again.


"I never sid ye neyawheere," she exclaimed sternly.


"Fine evening, Mother Carke," he says, and holds his snuff-box

toward her.


She widened the distance between them by a step or so, and said

again sternly and pale,


"I hev nowt to say to thee, whoe'er thou beest."


"You know Laura Silver Bell?"


"That's a byneyam; the lass's neyam is Laura Lew," she answered,

looking straight before her.


"One name's as good as another for one that was never

christened, mother."


"How know ye that?" she asked grimly; for it is a received

opinion in that part of the world that the fairies have power over

those who have never been baptised.


The stranger turned on her a malignant smile.


"There is a young lord in love with her," the stranger says,

"and I'm that lord. Have her at your house to-morrow night at eight

o'clock, and you must stick cross pins through the candle, as you

have done for many a one before, to bring her lover thither by ten,

and her fortune's made. And take this for your trouble."


He extended his long finger and thumb toward her, with a guinea

temptingly displayed.


"I have nowt to do wi' thee. I nivver sid thee afoore. Git thee

awa'! I earned nea goold o' thee, and I'll tak' nane. Awa' wi'

thee, or I'll find ane that will mak' thee!"


The old woman had stopped, and was quivering in every limb as

she thus spoke.


He looked very angry. Sulkily he turned away at her words, and

strode slowly toward the wood from which he had come; and as he

approached it, he seemed to her to grow taller and taller, and

stalked into it as high as a tree.
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