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			Foreword:

			Chilling Ghost Stories
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			While the spectre may have entered mainstream popular fiction with the publication of Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto on Christmas Eve in 1764, it was really only in the nineteenth century that the ghost story came most fully into its own. In Gothic fictions of the late eighteenth and earlier nineteenth centuries, tales of spirits, ghosts and hauntings had often occupied only a smaller inset narrative in a much longer piece, such as the notorious ghost of the Bleeding Nun in Matthew Gregory Lewis’s Gothic romance, The Monk (1796), or ‘Wandering Willie’s Tale’, the frequently anthologized ghostly episode from Walter Scott’s historical novel, Redgauntlet (1824). Implicit in these aesthetic choices was the assumption that tales of ghosts, spectres and sprites could most effectively be handled in shorter literary forms, such as ballads, fragments and tales, since the frisson, that distinctive narrative tension or ‘chill’ upon which the ghost story so depends, could not always be effectively sustained across longer works. 

			To this opportunity, writers of shorter fiction in the nineteenth century eagerly responded, inviting into their tales the spectral beings that had been uniformly exorcised and expelled, explained away and parodied in such texts as Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) and Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey (1817). Between the years 1830 and 1890, the ghost story in Britain and America became one of the most popular literary modes; its appeal was exploited in the middle of the century by writers as diverse as Charles Dickens, Edgar Allan Poe, Elizabeth Gaskell, Wilkie Collins, Joseph Thomas Sheridan Le Fanu and Margaret Oliphant. Closely linked with the rise of the professional female writer in the Victorian period, ghost stories were central to the work of Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Mrs Henry Wood, Vernon Lee, Amelia Edwards and Charlotte Riddell. Unlike the ghosts of earlier Gothic writing, which had often been decidedly wooden, theatrical affairs, the spectres of the Victorian and Edwardian ghost story assume a certain ‘realistic’ air: no longer located in the far-flung regions of medieval Europe, these are the ghosts that haunt the contemporary British present, the spirits that return to vex and plague the everyday realms of modern domestic existence. Dickens’s ‘The Signal-Man’ (1866), for example, tells the story of a haunting that occurs in the prosaic, seemingly unromantic realms of the modern railway industry. Similarly, in a story such as W.W. Jacobs’s ‘The Monkey’s Paw’ (1902), the occultic and near-ghostly happenings occur not in the haunted castles and abbeys of the eighteenth-century Gothic tradition, but rather in the suburban home of an ordinary bourgeois family. 

			Much the same applies to the chilling turns of Joseph Thomas Sheridan Le Fanu’s ‘An Authentic Narrative of a Haunted House’ (1862), set as it is in a middle-class suburban home in a British seaside town. And yet, as the nineteenth-century American poet Emily Dickinson famously put it, ‘One need not be a chamber to be haunted, / One need not be a house; / The brain has corridors surpassing / Material place.’ Indeed, with increasing frequency as the century wears on, the ghost enters the dark recesses of the human mind, assuming particularly psychological significance in the work of M.R. James, Walter de la Mare, Rudyard Kipling, Edith Wharton, Algernon Blackwood, Elizabeth Bowen and others. It is striking in this regard to note that a ghost story such as Henry James’s ‘The Altar of the Dead’ (1895) contains no ‘actual’ spectre so much as the ghosts of the dead that haunt the mind of the mournful protagonist, George Stransom, rendering him, too, somewhat spectral in the process. Ever more ambiguous in both their provenance and their demands, these spirits on the limits of consciousness come to occupy the shadowy place between dream and wakefulness, rationalism and superstition; in some instances, they are the projections of a guilty psyche, in others, the figure of justice and revenge. Though the subject of light-hearted parody in Oscar Wilde’s ‘The Canterville Ghost’ (1887), as well as in stories by Rudyard Kipling, H.G. Wells and Jerome K. Jerome from the 1880s onwards, the ghost returns in the fractured, anxious psyches of early twentieth-century modernism, in the works of Virginia Woolf and May Sinclair. As Freud somewhat categorically declared in his essay on ‘The Uncanny’ in 1919, “All supposedly educated people have ceased to believe officially that the dead can become visible as spirits.” 

			As much as it had challenged the spirit of human optimism, the Great War had shattered a belief in ghosts. For the ghost story, however, the notion of belief has never been at stake. Prior to the rise of the Gothic, so-called ‘apparition narratives’ of the early eighteenth century employed tales of supernatural activity so as to drive home certain religious truths: to believe in ghosts was also to embrace Christian conceptualisations of the afterlife, a defiant clinging to a form of religious faith in the face of materialist and rationalist philosophy. From Horace Walpole onwards, though, the ghost becomes merely an object of popular entrainment, stripped of all the theological significance that it once had. The form of the ghost story continues to survive and, indeed, thrive on the basis of the horrors and terrors, the characteristic thrills and chills of the Gothic mode, that lie at its heart. In what, though, do its curious pleasures consist? Perhaps the one characteristic that is common to all of the stories in this collection is a sense of obscurity, ambivalence and indecision. While the ghost story may often contain within itself means of validating and verifying the supernatural events that it relates, the reader is always left in a state of ambiguity at the tale’s end. Herein, perhaps, lies the secret of the form’s charm and appeal: the sheer pleasure of mystery and uncertainty in a world that is increasingly dominated by reason, rationality and science.

			Dale Townshend, 2015

			Publisher’s Note 

			This collection of Gothic Fantasy stories is part of a new anthology series, which includes sumptuous hardcover editions on Horror, Ghosts and Science Fiction. Each one carries a potent mix of classic tales and new fiction, forming a path from the origins of the gothic in the early 1800s, with the dystopian horror of Mary Shelley’s ‘The Mortal Immortal’ to the chill of M.R. James’s classic ghost stories, and the fine stories of the many modern writers featured in our new series. We have tried to mix some renowned classic stories (Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Black Cat’), with the less familiar (E.M. Forster’s ‘The Machine Stops’), and a healthy dose of previously unpublished modern stories from the best of those writing today. 

			Our 2015 call for new submissions was met by a tidal wave of entries, so the final selection was made to provide a wide and challenging range of tales for the discerning reader. Our editorial board of six members read each entry carefully, and it was difficult to turn down so many good stories, but inevitably those which made the final cut were deemed to be the best for our purpose, and we’re delighted to be able to publish them here.
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			Stay Away from the Accordion Girl

			Jonathan Balog
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			Once there was a young man who carried his pack across the country. He took work where he could find it, usually manual labor of one kind or another, and left when he felt it was time to move on. Since he’d left home at the age of fifteen he’d dug ditches for the county, washed dishes in restaurants, manned a cotton gin all through the night, and picked more strawberries than there were stars in the sky. When he worked in town his employers usually set him up with a bed. In the summer, when help was in high demand in the countryside, he slept outside with his pack for a pillow and God’s green earth for a bed.

			One year he was traveling through the valley and he came across a farm house with a Help Wanted sign nailed to a fence post out front. He walked through the gate and up the stone pathway to the porch and knocked on the door. He was greeted by the farmer, a tall weather-beaten old man with a warm smile, and welcomed inside. As they sat drinking coffee at the kitchen table, the farmer told him he was in need of a hand for the coming season. He needed help plowing, planting, and harvesting the corn and soybeans in the coming Fall, as well as a hand with the hundred other jobs that needed doing with the chickens, goats, and sheep they raised. The farmer and his wife could offer him a room plus three meals a day, on top of a five dollar daily wage. After the harvest he was welcome to stay for the winter or leave as he saw fit. The young man accepted the job, and they shook on it.

			After they’d spent an hour or so getting to know each other, the young man excused himself to explore the grounds. He walked under the twin apple trees on the front lawn, past the barn, and up and down the unplowed fields with which he’d be intimately connected for the next eight months.

			By the time he got back the sun had set behind the mountains. The farmer’s wife had prepared a glorious dinner for the three of them, and that night he ate better than he had all year. When they were finished, wanting to stay on their good side, he offered to wash the dishes himself. He thanked them both for their hospitality, gave a yawn, and said that he was ready to turn in. The farmer nodded, and said it would be wise to get a full night’s sleep, as they’d be rising early the next day. He stood, and told the young man he’d show him to his room.

			The young man followed the farmer up the stairs and into a small room with a cot and a bedside table. He thanked the farmer yet again, but told him that while he wouldn’t mind stashing his pack in the room, he was used to sleeping outside.

			For a moment the warmth went out of the farmer’s eyes.

			“That wouldn’t be a good idea. I’ll have to insist that you stay indoors.” 

			“Why?”

			“Jackals have been known to prowl the land at night. Earlier this year we had to rewire the chicken coop after they’d broken in and slaughtered every last one. My wife went out to feed the chickens the next morning, and the whole place was a mess. Just feathers and guts and splintered wood everywhere. God, it was awful.” 

			The young man nodded and agreed to the bed. As soon as his head hit the pillow, he was enveloped in the fatigue of the day.

			* * *

			Virginia

			Dexter almost spilled his coffee playing with the GPS on his dashboard. It had been operating perfectly since the start of the trip, but ten minutes after they left the interstate it seemed like they’d traveled into a satellite black hole. 

			“Could you please not do that?” Rob asked.

			“Just give me a sec.”

			“OK, something like six thousand people die every year due to distracted driving. Would it kill you to just pull over?”

			Dexter bit his tongue. The whole point of the trip was to give themselves a breather. They’d both been taking comfort in the hope that their constant arguments were rooted more in the stress of day-to-day living than in anything inherently wrong in their relationship. If they had a fight this soon, they may as well turn around and admit defeat.

			“Do me a favor and get those directions out of the glove box.”

			Rob found the print-out and scanned the first page.

			“It looks like we’re gonna be on this road for an hour. After you cross the county line, take the second exit. Then there’s gonna be a bunch of quick turns, and we should be there.”

			For the entire stretch of highway they saw nothing but forest. There was no one behind them, and they passed a car going the opposite direction every few minutes. Dexter wondered briefly how many trees had been cut down to build this passageway just so a few city people could get back to nature every year.

			By the time they reached Black Willow Farm it was almost noon. He steered the Toyota down the mile of unpaved driveway, lined neatly with the trees of the farm’s namesake.

			* * *

			He awoke just after midnight. Perhaps he’d heard a noise, or perhaps it was just the disorientation that comes with sleeping in a new place. Either way, he figured it would be a while before he could drift off again, so he decided to step outside for a smoke.

			He padded across the kitchen floor in his bare feet, and tried to turn the knob without making any noise. The night air was cool but still with the mountains blocking the breeze. The only noise was the distant rustling of animals and crickets.

			He sat on the porch steps and rolled a cigarette, watching his own private night-time wilderness. Living in town had its pleasures, but there was something majestic about being alone for miles in every direction at night. There was a sense that everything was yours, that you could do whatever you wanted, to say nothing of the infinite mysteries hidden in the dark.

			A faint hum drifted over the air. He cocked an ear, trying to discern what kind of animal it could be, and realized it wasn’t an animal at all, but music. Someone was playing a slow country ballad. Most people would have wondered who could possibly be out and about at this hour, and so far from the nearest town, but over the last ten years he’d had plenty of encounters with his fellow travelers on the back-roads of life, and one thing they had in common was that they kept their own hours. They were just as likely to travel under moonlight as any other time.

			It was coming from the direction of the road. He pitched his cigarette and walked across the lawn, the cool grass feeling good on his callused feet. He passed the gate and approached the oak trees that declared the property line, and peered around the corner at the path that had led him there earlier that day. There was a certain number of vagabond archetypes he’d expected to see. What he saw was none of them.

			There was a girl on the road. She might have been about ten years old, but it was hard to tell since she was walking away. She was wearing a long white dress, and had no shoes. She was carrying an accordion and playing it as she walked. It was a sad, pretty song he’d never heard before.

			At the time he didn’t fully understand why he kept quiet. If the farmer was right about the jackals, it wasn’t safe for a kid to be walking around by herself at night. Someone should warn her. Besides, he was an innately curious guy. He wanted to know the girl’s story, where she came from, who she was traveling with, why on earth she was playing music in the middle of nowhere.

			He watched her walk away, the song resonating in his mind, strumming his veins. She looked so vulnerable, a little lost piece of white cloth floating down the path, where any number of beasts could leap out and devour her at any moment. He didn’t make a sound.

			Later, the song played on in his dreams.

			* * *

			Rob was busy typing away on his MacBook as his coffee cooled beside it on the wooden porch table. Dexter sat nearby and sipped his own mug in silence. Ideally he’d have preferred that they’d left work behind completely for the week, but he knew Rob was always happiest when he was making headway on a project. Besides, they’d gotten what they’d paid for. The coolness from the early morning dew would soon be off-set by Spring sunshine. As far as the eye could see, flowers and trees were in glorious resurrection. Most importantly, they were the only guests. It was the furthest possible thing from DC.

			“So,” Rob said. “I think I’m gonna use the old man’s story in the book.”

			“Oh,” said Dexter. Generally he was willing to give Rob the privacy he needed to write, but was always happy when he volunteered to discuss a work in progress. He took it as a gesture indicating that Rob wanted to share an intimate part of his life, and as such, he always gave him his full attention. Even when Rob threw out an idea that seemed completely off the wall, he responded with skepticism laced with encouragement. “Do you think that’ll work?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, I thought the idea was for it to be a book of folklore for kids. If you put in something modern, isn’t that going to off-set all the traditional stuff?”

			“No, that’s what so great about it!” Rob said. “So many of these stories were born out of a collective fear of the unknown. But where’s the unknown today? We’ve shone the flashlight everywhere and scared away all the shadow monsters. But this place…”

			He gestured to the backyard wilderness.

			“This is a place where these stories can still percolate. There’s no Wi-fi. Your GPS doesn’t work. It’s a blind spot in the Great Digital Eye. I mean, if I were a monster, this is where I’d hide.”

			Dexter nodded. He didn’t share Rob’s love of ghost stories (or kids, for that matter), but it was that passion with which Rob undertook everything he did that made him love him so much.

			“Think about it. How fucking cool would it be if I’d discovered a brand new folktale and was the first to write it down? It would demonstrate how they’re still relevant.” Rob finally took a sip from his own mug. “Besides, it’s a great story.”

			“Yeah, and it’s also more than a little graphic. Aren’t you worried about traumatizing the kids?”

			“They’ll thank me when they’re older.”

			* * *

			The next morning, he had a hearty breakfast with the farmer and his wife, and the two men went to work in the field. It was still early enough in the Spring for them to work with their heads uncovered, and they operated the plow without breaking a sweat. Neither mentioned it, but both of them were savoring the atmosphere, knowing full well that the oppressive July heat would be there soon enough.

			They ate their lunch in silence. When they finished, the farmer packed his pipe and the young man took the opportunity to roll a cigarette. As the farmer ticked off a list of all he hoped to have finished by sundown, the young man remembered what he’d seen the previous night. He shared the story.

			“What do you think? Ever seen her before?”

			The farmer nodded. “She lives in the hills with her family.”

			“What are they doing up there?”

			“I have no idea. Now listen, and I’m very serious here: don’t talk to her. Don’t even let her know you’re around. If you see her coming, I want you to walk away. Understood?”

			“Why?” he said. “What’s wrong with her?”

			The farmer bought a moment of thought with his pipe. “If she thinks she has a friend here, she’ll be back. Like I said, I don’t know what they could possibly be doing out here. There’s no work around for miles. Maybe they’re trapping their own food. I don’t know. I’m just hoping they’ll be moving on soon. Now are you absolutely sure she didn’t see you last night?”

			“Yeah. I’m positive.”

			“Good,” the farmer said, and put away his pipe. “Let’s get back to work.”

			He didn’t mention it again that day, but for the next few hours he kept wondering why the farmer had dodged his questions. If the farmer thought they were dangerous, why couldn’t he give a reason?

			* * *

			“OK, this doesn’t seem weird to you?”

			“Of course it does!” Rob replied. “That’s what’s so great about it. We’re actually witnessing the formation of a local legend.”

			He was coasting on a wave of euphoria, and Dexter hated to throw him off, but the whole thing felt wrong.

			“Babe, come on. We meet this lonely old guy. You tell him you’re writing a book of ghost stories. He tells you a story about a demon girl with an accordion, and that night we just happen to actually see a little girl with an accordion wandering around? Don’t you think that’s a bit of a coincidence?”

			“First of all, he’s not lonely. He and his family have lived here forever. Second, there’s no way he could have known we’d be out there.”

			Rob had a point. He had never had sex outside before, and when Dexter had suggested they head out to the woods after midnight, he’d thought it would be a memorable way to kick off their first vacation together. Unfortunately the surprise appearance of the girl had killed the mood. As he’d irritably pulled his jeans back on while his boyfriend stared from behind the foliage, it occurred to Dexter that this was probably how new parents felt.

			“I’m not saying he staged the whole thing,’ he argued. ‘I’m saying he knew about the girl and made up the story, thinking he might be able to get his place mentioned in your book. The girl probably lives somewhere around here.”

			“Yeah, because kids are always walking around the middle of nowhere by themselves at one in the morning.”

			Dexter leaned back on the bed and watched Rob peel off his T-shirt. He sat at the foot of the bed to take off his shoes. In some ways Rob was one of the most intelligent people he’d ever met, and sometimes he just put him at a loss for words.

			“So what? You’re saying you really believe him?”

			“No, I just…” Rob paused for a moment to strip down to his boxer briefs, then sat back down on the bed, not quite facing him but not quite turned away. “Probably all these campfire stories were based on something that actually happened, something with a perfectly rational explanation. The people who made up the stories were trying to entertain each other, but I think on some level they were trying to make sense out of a world they didn’t entirely understand, and the stories were manifestations of their subconscious fears.”

			“OK,” he said. “So what’s the old guy afraid of?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe we’ll find out.”

			Rob leaned over and kissed him. It wasn’t an obligatory kiss, but a sincere one of genuine affection and gratitude. 

			“Thanks again for taking us out here, Dex. It’s seriously appreciated.”

			Rob allowed himself to be enveloped in his arms, savoring the moment while it lasted. 

			Outside, the lonely night whispered its secrets.

			* * *

			A week later, he heard the song again.

			He’d settled into life on the farm quickly. Every morning they rose at dawn. The farmer worked him to death, but he was a kind-hearted man. Like all people who spend a lot of time alone with their thoughts, his mind was a reservoir of anecdotes and opinions, and their conversations out in the field always made the day go by fast. He was usually exhausted after dinner, and would borrow one of the old couple’s books until he fell asleep.

			But on the seventh night, he couldn’t sleep. Something had changed in the air that made it impossible for him to move into a comfortable position. As he lay in bed reading, the grandfather clock in the living room chiming at quarter to midnight, he heard the accordion riding the breeze through his open window.

			He got out of bed and stood with his elbows on the windowsill. It was the same song as before, and she seemed to be keeping tune with the stars, as if the night sky itself was an instrument and she was playing the music of the universe. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard or seen something so beautiful.

			The memory of his conversation with the farmer was in the back of his mind, but it didn’t matter. He had to see her again. Not even bothering to pull on his shirt, he crept down the stairs and out the kitchen door. The song was still being played loud and clear when he made his way to the end of the path, the sound coming right from the other side. He peeked between the trees.

			She had just passed by. She was about half as far away as the last time he’d seen her. Before the distance and the crescent moon had given him only a blurry outline, but now, close and under a half-moon, he could see her wavy light brown hair and the blue stitched patterns that held her dress together. She walked slowly yet deliberately, a parade of one.

			His throat itched to call for her attention. He wanted to ask for her story, almost as much as he wanted to ask himself why he was so captivated by her mystery. Yet the old man’s warning, his solemn tone, held him back.

			An owl screeched. It was a sound he’d grown accustomed to throughout his years of wandering, and normally he might not have even noticed. But he’d been so lost in the moment that the noise stabbed at his nerves and drew out a startled gasp. Enough to catch the girl’s attention. The music stopped. She turned her head.

			He ducked back behind the trees, silently cursing himself. He waited a moment, listening for the sound of approaching feet. When none came he dared to peer through the brush. She was still there. She hadn’t moved any closer, but she was facing his direction. Her face was smooth and unblemished, more the look of an upper class city kid than a traveler, and she wore a blank expression. No fear, no anticipation, no indication of any reaction to his presence at all. He wondered if she could see him through the branches. He was pretty sure that his body was camouflaged by the foliage, but for a long moment it felt like their eyes were locked.

			For reasons that he couldn’t articulate, the look made him uncomfortable. He backed away from the trees and retreated to the house. As he reached the door, he heard the song resume, and carry on down the road.

			* * *

			Dexter had to walk all over the grounds before he found the old man. He was at the far end of the driveway, trimming the rosebushes around the sign that welcomed any and all travelers to Black Willow Farms.

			“Hey.”

			“Oh hello, Mr Rice!” the old man said, glancing over at Dexter before snipping off a branch, working the pruners with his Mickey Mouse gloves. “Everything all right with the room?”

			“Yeah, it’s been great. Thanks.”

			 “Well, we really appreciate you and your friend staying here now. It’s still early in the season. Be a while before it starts to pick up.”

			“Sure,” he said. “Listen, that story you told us the first night we were here, about the girl and the drifter?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Where did you hear that? Do you remember who first told it to you?”

			“Hmmm…” The old man paused for a moment, then snipped off the end of a leafy branch. “Probably my grandmother.”

			“Your grandmother?”

			“Yep. She was full of stories like that. Whenever she babysat me and my sister, we’d sit by the fireplace and listen to her for hours. For some reason, that particular one always stood out in my mind.”

			Dexter nodded. His questions began to feel heavier in his gut, and they tasted stale as he let them out of his mouth.

			“I guess she wrote it herself?”

			“Oh, no. Supposed to be a local legend.”

			“Right,” he replied. “Have you ever seen the girl?”

			“Me? Lord, no,” the old man said, working with his back to him. “Couple guests have seen her, though.”

			He’s playing you for a spot in the book. Don’t let on that you know.

			“You don’t say.”

			“Yep. Said they did, anyway. Course they might have just been messing with me.”

			Now lay it on him casually.

			“We saw her the other night.”

			The old man stopped what he was doing and looked at him. Dexter stood with his hands in his pockets, not moving a muscle for fear that he’d spoil his composure.

			“Really.” His voice was flat.

			“Yeah. We went out for a walk in the woods the second night and heard her accordion. We checked it out and saw her walking down the road. She had on a white dress, just like you said.”

			“She didn’t see you, did she?”

			Dexter was blindsided by this reaction. He’d been expecting one of two responses. If the old man truly had no ulterior motives, he would have simply humored the story until they changed subjects. If he was putting on an act and trying to worm his way into literary history, he would have reacted with a theatrical, overdramatic display of alarm and warning.

			What he was doing instead was trying as hard as he could not to look worried. If he was acting, this was one of the best performances Dexter had ever seen.

			“No, she didn’t see us.”

			“OK, good.”

			“Actually, Rob saw her again last night. He went for a walk, and when he came back he said he’d seen her again. He said she was walking down the road, playing the prettiest song he’d ever heard.”

			“Did she see him?”

			The subtle hint of urgency in the old man’s tone was arresting. For a moment his mask of nonchalance slipped, and he suddenly looked much older. Older and afraid.

			“No. Rob says she never even knew he was there.”

			“Well, that’s good,” the old man said.

			As Dexter walked back down the driveway, their conversation wore on his mind like an awkward first date. He had no idea what the old man’s game was, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to play into it. 

			He wouldn’t give him the pleasure of relating Rob’s description of how innocent the girl’s eyes had looked, how badly he wanted to know her story.

			* * *

			The following morning when he came down to the breakfast table, the farmer and his wife were nowhere to be found. He looked around the first floor and called out their names. No reply. He brewed the coffee himself, and after he finished his first cup and they still hadn’t appeared, he went looking for them outside.

			He found them by the goat pen. The farmer was leaning on a post. His wife was standing by, a hand over her mouth. He could tell something was wrong by their slumped shoulders and deflated posture. When he got close enough he saw what it was.

			The goats had been slaughtered. All of them. Their partially eaten carcasses were strewn about the pen like something between a battlefield and an abattoir. The side of the hut built to give them shelter during storms and keep them safe from wolves at night was splashed with burgundy, and clumps of fur floated in little puddles of blood. Entrails hung from the fence like garlands. The head of one lay sideways on the roof.

			Whatever had massacred the animals had not only been strong enough to rip the door of the hut off its hinges, but completely pulverize it in the process. It lay across the ground in a hundred splintered pieces. A few were sticking out of the dead hides.

			“I told you to stay away from her.”

			He said nothing. At first he choked on the realization that somehow this had happened because of him, that in a way he couldn’t yet comprehend, his contact with the girl had brought this about. Then he was about to reproach the farmer for being so cryptic in his warnings. But the farmer beat him to it.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have explained everything from the beginning.”

			“Oh, what could you have told him?” his wife cut in. “We don’t even understand it ourselves.”

			“Yes, but we have a pretty good idea how it works.” The farmer finally met the eyes of the young man. “Let’s go inside.”

			They walked back into the kitchen. The farmer poured out what was left of the coffee and joined them at the table. He ran a rough hand through his thinning hair.

			“Like my wife said, we don’t know what she is.”

			“Have you ever seen her?”

			“No,” he said. “Neither of us have. But we’ve heard stories. In town. They say there’s a girl who walks the roads at night playing her accordion. They say she uses it to lure people in.”

			“Lure them in for what?”

			For a moment, neither of them said anything. Finally the farmer’s wife answered.

			“Listen,” she said. “She’s eaten now, so she’s probably not going to bother us for a while. So we can consider ourselves lucky. But you need to stay inside at night. And if you ever, ever hear that song again, you need to drop what you’re doing and run as fast as you can and don’t look back. Understood?”

			He studied her, then glanced back at the farmer.

			“It wasn’t jackals that got into your chicken coop, was it?”

			The farmer placed his coffee cup in the sink, and put his hands on the back of his chair.

			“We got off lucky,” he said. “Remember that.”

			Later that morning they built a pyre to burn the carcasses. It made him feel sick to touch them, thinking of the sheer bewildered terror that must have charged through their brains during their final moments on earth. When he removed the head from the top of the hut and carried it to the piling, he held it at arm’s length with its face turned away. He didn’t want to think about the last thing those eyes had seen.

			When the goats were nothing more than a pile of ashes, they went about the rest of the day’s chores. Both made attempts at conversation, but there was a coldness underscoring each attempt. Everything they said was a reminder of what they weren’t saying.

			* * *

			“All right, game over. I don’t give a fuck if we get a refund or not. We’re leaving.”

			Dexter was pacing around their bedroom while Rob crouched down just outside the open door on the porch. He was looking at the sheep’s head that had been waiting for them that morning. Its dirty white wool was splotched with pink and red, and a stump of bone protruded from the hole where the neck had been severed. A pale tongue lolled out of its open mouth. Rob never mentioned it, but he was surprised at how bored and indifferent the eyes looked. He would have expected them to be wide open with the preserved shock of their final moments.

			“Come on, let’s pack up. This place sucks anyway. We could’ve gone to Virginia Beach and gotten a room at off-season rates.”

			“Just chill out for a second, all right?”

			“No, I’m not gonna chill out. They’ve been fucking with us since we got here. I’m gonna go to the front desk right now.”

			He brushed past Rob on the porch, side-stepping to avoid the head.

			When Dexter reached the lobby, no one was there. The door was locked, and there was a hand-written sign hanging from inside the window.

			We had to run into town. Be back by noon. Please help yourselves to anything in the kitchen.

			He slammed the door with the underside of his fist, and walked back towards their room. When he got there he found Rob still sitting on the porch.

			“They’re not here. Of course.”

			“Listen Dex,” Rob said, putting on his conciliatory air. “We don’t know for a fact that it was them.”

			Dexter was mustering all of the self-control he had to keep from losing his temper.

			“Who else could it possibly be?”

			“I don’t know. But you have a serious problem with this. You get a first impression of someone, and then there’s no changing your mind.”

			“Rob,” he began, hanging caution on his words like lead weights. “Please tell me you don’t think it was the little girl.”

			“No,” Rob said, “I just…”

			“Just what?”

			He avoided Rob’s eyes as he selected his words.

			“Look, we’re in a different world out here. We’re making all these assumptions about them. Maybe they’re making assumptions about us. Maybe that’s what the story’s really about. The distrust between locals and outsiders.”

			“Rob, this isn’t a story!” This time he didn’t bother keeping the exasperation out of his tone. “You’re so obsessed with these urban legends, or…” Dexter reminded himself that they were pretty far from the urban world. “…whatever they are, that you’re ready to let yourself fall into one!”

			Rob stood and took his hands. It was the sincerity in his gaze, the conviction that he’d thought his decision through with both his head and heart, that won Dexter over. It was the adhesive that had held together the longest relationship he’d had since college. If he denied it now, their castle was built on clouds.

			“One more night. That’s all I’m asking. If you still want to leave tomorrow, we can go.”

			When the old man and his family came home, they didn’t bother talking to them. Rob nudged the head into a garbage bag and dumped it in a can out front. When the sun went down, they got in the car and drove to a Greek restaurant twenty miles away that the family had told them about on the first night. Over time, the dinner conversation turned to the book. They talked about how great it would be when Rob was able to quit teaching and write full time. Rob talked about the incredible work the illustrator had already done, how the images were going to give kids nightmares for years.

			They got back to Black Willow Farm just after eleven. Dexter fished two Ambien out of his toiletry bag, popped one, and handed the other to Rob. He didn’t notice Rob palming it and tossing it into the wastebasket.

			“I love you,” he said, head on the pillow, as the motions of his inner world began to slow and blur.

			That was the last time he ever saw Rob alive.

			* * *

			After dinner he went to his room, but left the light on.

			Too many things felt wrong. The farmer and his wife were hiding something. Why else would they keep avoiding his questions? Why were they saying so little about something so important?

			 He’d seen plenty of strange things in his life, but he didn’t believe in ghosts. Of all the stories he’d heard around campfires from one side of the country to the next, the one thing they all had in common was that there was nothing underneath them but the fears of the storyteller. The girl was real – he’d seen her with his own eyes – and she belonged to some sort of strange gypsy family who lived in the hills. Nothing more.

			However, that didn’t mean these people weren’t dangerous, and what they’d done to the goats, together with the old couple’s cryptic behavior, had brought him to the conclusion that staying at the farm was no longer wise. He decided then that he would leave in the morning. If he left early enough he could be in the next town before dusk. He’d explain everything to the couple before he left. Maybe they’d even understand. They’d been kind to him, and he hated walking out on a job, but he couldn’t help it if he didn’t feel safe.

			It was just as he was finalizing this decision that he heard the noise. It stabbed at his nerves in the way that can only be done by a noise in the middle of the night, when you know perfectly well that there’s no logical reason for you to hear any noise at all. The initial shock was soothed into a steady flow of dread, coasting on the notes that blended into melody. 

			The melody carried by an accordion.

			 It was coming from the first floor, the same sad, slow, pretty tune he’d heard on the road. Somehow she’d gotten into the house. Even more bewilderingly, it didn’t seem to have woken up anyone else.

			He dug into his bag and pulled out a pocket knife. He’d bought it from an old soldier years ago and carried it every day since. The blade was big enough that flashing it usually put an end to heated arguments, and on the few times that it hadn’t, he’d managed to make his point without leaving any permanent damage. He wasn’t afraid of a little girl, but there was no telling if she was alone.

			He walked down the stairs into the kitchen. The song was coming from the living room. Staying close to the wall he crept up to the doorway and looked inside.

			She was sitting in a chair with her back to him. Her wavy brown hair looked wilder than he’d remembered. She was wearing the same white dress, and it was untied at the back, showing a crooked triangle of porcelain-pale skin. Her fingers worked the buttons and keys of the accordion like a virtuoso.

			His eyes scanned the room. No one else was there.

			The music filled the room like a mist, clouding his judgement and blurring his fear. The absurdity of it all was far from his mind as he walked across the floor. He spoke a soft greeting. She didn’t move.

			He laid a hand on a small shoulder.

			When she turned and rose, the face he saw was both young and as old as time itself. Her hands rested on his shoulders, which should have been impossible due to their height difference, but there they were. Her hair had taken on a life of its own, the tangled locks hanging in the air like the snakes of Medusa. Her head lolled back ever so subtly.

			And that’s when he saw her teeth.

			He couldn’t move. The second her lips parted she gave a screech which resonated in his skull, making him feel like his brain was being stabbed by needles from every direction, piercing the nerves that enabled movement. She leered at him with insane, ravenous eyes that might have seen empires rise and fall.

			He reached an epiphany in his final moments that, given more time, he might have realized the farmer and his wife had known all along:

			The accordion had plowed the fields.

			His fear had sown the seeds.

			And now it was harvest time.
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			The Man Who Went Too Far

			E.F. Benson
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			The little village of St. Faith’s nestles in a hollow of wooded hill up on the north bank of the river Fawn in the county of Hampshire, huddling close round its grey Norman church as if for spiritual protection against the fays and fairies, the trolls and “little people,” who might be supposed still to linger in the vast empty spaces of the New Forest, and to come after dusk and do their doubtful businesses. Once outside the hamlet you may walk in any direction (so long as you avoid the high road which leads to Brockenhurst) for the length of a summer afternoon without seeing sign of human habitation, or possibly even catching sight of another human being. Shaggy wild ponies may stop their feeding for a moment as you pass, the white scuts of rabbits will vanish into their burrows, a brown viper perhaps will glide from your path into a clump of heather, and unseen birds will chuckle in the bushes, but it may easily happen that for a long day you will see nothing human. But you will not feel in the least lonely; in summer, at any rate, the sunlight will be gay with butterflies, and the air thick with all those woodland sounds which like instruments in an orchestra combine to play the great symphony of the yearly festival of June. Winds whisper in the birches, and sigh among the firs; bees are busy with their redolent labour among the heather, a myriad birds chirp in the green temples of the forest trees, and the voice of the river prattling over stony places, bubbling into pools, chuckling and gulping round corners, gives you the sense that many presences and companions are near at hand.

			Yet, oddly enough, though one would have thought that these benign and cheerful influences of wholesome air and spaciousness of forest were very healthful comrades for a man, in so far as nature can really influence this wonderful human genus which has in these centuries learned to defy her most violent storms in its well-established houses, to bridle her torrents and make them light its streets, to tunnel her mountains and plough her seas, the inhabitants of St. Faith’s will not willingly venture into the forest after dark. For in spite of the silence and loneliness of the hooded night it seems that a man is not sure in what company he may suddenly find himself, and though it is difficult to get from these villagers any very clear story of occult appearances, the feeling is widespread. One story indeed I have heard with some definiteness, the tale of a monstrous goat that has been seen to skip with hellish glee about the woods and shady places, and this perhaps is connected with the story which I have here attempted to piece together. It too is well-known to them; for all remember the young artist who died here not long ago, a young man, or so he struck the beholder, of great personal beauty, with something about him that made men’s faces to smile and brighten when they looked on him. His ghost they will tell you “walks” constantly by the stream and through the woods which he loved so, and in especial it haunts a certain house, the last of the village, where he lived, and its garden in which he was done to death. For my part I am inclined to think that the terror of the Forest dates chiefly from that day. So, such as the story is, I have set it forth in connected form. It is based partly on the accounts of the villagers, but mainly on that of Darcy, a friend of mine and a friend of the man with whom these events were chiefly concerned.

			* * *

			The day had been one of untarnished midsummer splendour, and as the sun drew near to its setting, the glory of the evening grew every moment more crystalline, more miraculous. Westward from St. Faith’s the beechwood which stretched for some miles toward the heathery upland beyond already cast its veil of clear shadow over the red roofs of the village, but the spire of the grey church, over-topping all, still pointed a flaming orange finger into the sky. The river Fawn, which runs below, lay in sheets of sky-reflected blue, and wound its dreamy devious course round the edge of this wood, where a rough two-planked bridge crossed from the bottom of the garden of the last house in the village, and communicated by means of a little wicker gate with the wood itself. Then once out of the shadow of the wood the stream lay in flaming pools of the molten crimson of the sunset, and lost itself in the haze of woodland distances.

			This house at the end of the village stood outside the shadow, and the lawn which sloped down to the river was still flecked with sunlight. Garden-beds of dazzling colour lined its gravel walks, and down the middle of it ran a brick pergola, half-hidden in clusters of rambler-rose and purple with starry clematis. At the bottom end of it, between two of its pillars, was slung a hammock containing a shirt-sleeved figure.

			The house itself lay somewhat remote from the rest of the village, and a footpath leading across two fields, now tall and fragrant with hay, was its only communication with the high road. It was low-built, only two storeys in height, and like the garden, its walls were a mass of flowering roses. A narrow stone terrace ran along the garden front, over which was stretched an awning, and on the terrace a young silent-footed man-servant was busied with the laying of the table for dinner. He was neat-handed and quick with his job, and having finished it he went back into the house, and reappeared again with a large rough bath-towel on his arm. With this he went to the hammock in the pergola.

			“Nearly eight, sir,” he said.

			“Has Mr Darcy come yet?” asked a voice from the hammock.

			“No, sir.”

			“If I’m not back when he comes, tell him that I’m just having a bathe before dinner.”

			The servant went back to the house, and after a moment or two Frank Halton struggled to a sitting posture, and slipped out on to the grass. He was of medium height and rather slender in build, but the supple ease and grace of his movements gave the impression of great physical strength: even his descent from the hammock was not an awkward performance. His face and hands were of very dark complexion, either from constant exposure to wind and sun, or, as his black hair and dark eyes tended to show, from some strain of southern blood. His head was small, his face of an exquisite beauty of modelling, while the smoothness of its contour would have led you to believe that he was a beardless lad still in his teens. But something, some look which living and experience alone can give, seemed to contradict that, and finding yourself completely puzzled as to his age, you would next moment probably cease to think about that, and only look at this glorious specimen of young manhood with wondering satisfaction.

			He was dressed as became the season and the heat, and wore only a shirt open at the neck, and a pair of flannel trousers. His head, covered very thickly with a somewhat rebellious crop of short curly hair, was bare as he strolled across the lawn to the bathing-place that lay below. Then for a moment there was silence, then the sound of splashed and divided waters, and presently after, a great shout of ecstatic joy, as he swam up-stream with the foamed water standing in a frill round his neck. Then after some five minutes of limb-stretching struggle with the flood, he turned over on his back, and with arms thrown wide, floated down-stream, ripple-cradled and inert. His eyes were shut, and between half-parted lips he talked gently to himself.

			“I am one with it,” he said to himself, “the river and I, I and the river. The coolness and splash of it is I, and the water-herbs that wave in it are I also. And my strength and my limbs are not mine but the river’s. It is all one, all one, dear Fawn.”

			* * *

			A quarter of an hour later he appeared again at the bottom of the lawn, dressed as before, his wet hair already drying into its crisp short curls again. There he paused a moment, looking back at the stream with the smile with which men look on the face of a friend, then turned towards the house. Simultaneously his servant came to the door leading on to the terrace, followed by a man who appeared to be some half-way through the fourth decade of his years. Frank and he saw each other across the bushes and garden-beds, and each quickening his step, they met suddenly face to face round an angle of the garden walk, in the fragrance of syringa.

			“My dear Darcy,” cried Frank, “I am charmed to see you.”

			But the other stared at him in amazement.

			“Frank!” he exclaimed.

			“Yes, that is my name,” he said laughing, “what is the matter?”

			Darcy took his hand.

			“What have you done to yourself?” he asked. “You are a boy again.”

			“Ah, I have a lot to tell you,” said Frank. “Lots that you will hardly believe, but I shall convince you –”

			He broke off suddenly, and held up his hand.

			“Hush, there is my nightingale,” he said.

			The smile of recognition and welcome with which he had greeted his friend faded from his face, and a look of rapt wonder took its place, as of a lover listening to the voice of his beloved. His mouth parted slightly, showing the white line of teeth, and his eyes looked out and out till they seemed to Darcy to be focused on things beyond the vision of man. Then something perhaps startled the bird, for the song ceased.

			“Yes, lots to tell you,” he said. “Really I am delighted to see you. But you look rather white and pulled down; no wonder after that fever. And there is to be no nonsense about this visit. It is June now, you stop here till you are fit to begin work again. Two months at least.”

			“Ah, I can’t trespass quite to that extent.”

			Frank took his arm and walked him down the grass.

			“Trespass? Who talks of trespass? I shall tell you quite openly when I am tired of you, but you know when we had the studio together, we used not to bore each other. However, it is ill talking of going away on the moment of your arrival. Just a stroll to the river, and then it will be dinner-time.”

			Darcy took out his cigarette case, and offered it to the other.

			Frank laughed.

			“No, not for me. Dear me, I suppose I used to smoke once. How very odd!”

			“Given it up?”

			“I don’t know. I suppose I must have. Anyhow I don’t do it now. I would as soon think of eating meat.”

			“Another victim on the smoking altar of vegetarianism?”

			“Victim?” asked Frank. “Do I strike you as such?”

			He paused on the margin of the stream and whistled softly. Next moment a moor-hen made its splashing flight across the river, and ran up the bank. Frank took it very gently in his hands and stroked its head, as the creature lay against his shirt.

			“And is the house among the reeds still secure?” he half-crooned to it. “And is the missus quite well, and are the neighbours flourishing? There, dear, home with you,” and he flung it into the air.

			“That bird’s very tame,” said Darcy, slightly bewildered.

			“It is rather,” said Frank, following its flight.

			* * *

			During dinner Frank chiefly occupied himself in bringing himself up-to-date in the movements and achievements of this old friend whom he had not seen for six years. Those six years, it now appeared, had been full of incident and success for Darcy; he had made a name for himself as a portrait painter which bade fair to outlast the vogue of a couple of seasons, and his leisure time had been brief. Then some four months previously he had been through a severe attack of typhoid, the result of which as concerns this story was that he had come down to this sequestered place to recruit.

			“Yes, you’ve got on,” said Frank at the end. “I always knew you would. A.R.A. with more in prospect. Money? You roll in it, I suppose, and, O Darcy, how much happiness have you had all these years? That is the only imperishable possession. And how much have you learned? Oh, I don’t mean in Art. Even I could have done well in that.”

			Darcy laughed.

			“Done well? My dear fellow, all I have learned in these six years you knew, so to speak, in your cradle. Your old pictures fetch huge prices. Do you never paint now?”

			Frank shook his head.

			“No, I’m too busy,” he said.

			“Doing what? Please tell me. That is what everyone is for ever asking me.”

			“Doing? I suppose you would say I do nothing.”

			Darcy glanced up at the brilliant young face opposite him.

			“It seems to suit you, that way of being busy,” he said. “Now, it’s your turn. Do you read? Do you study? I remember you saying that it would do us all – all us artists, I mean – a great deal of good if we would study any one human face carefully for a year, without recording a line. Have you been doing that?”

			Frank shook his head again.

			“I mean exactly what I say,” he said, “I have been doing nothing. And I have never been so occupied. Look at me; have I not done something to myself to begin with?”

			“You are two years younger than I,” said Darcy, “at least you used to be. You therefore are thirty-five. But had I never seen you before I should say you were just twenty. But was it worth while to spend six years of greatly-occupied life in order to look twenty? Seems rather like a woman of fashion.”

			Frank laughed boisterously.

			“First time I’ve ever been compared to that particular bird of prey,” he said. “No, that has not been my occupation – in fact I am only very rarely conscious that one effect of my occupation has been that. Of course, it must have been if one comes to think of it. It is not very important. Quite true my body has become young. But that is very little; I have become young.”

			Darcy pushed back his chair and sat sideways to the table looking at the other.

			“Has that been your occupation then?” he asked.

			“Yes, that anyhow is one aspect of it. Think what youth means! It is the capacity for growth, mind, body, spirit, all grow, all get stronger, all have a fuller, firmer life every day. That is something, considering that every day that passes after the ordinary man reaches the full-blown flower of his strength, weakens his hold on life. A man reaches his prime, and remains, we say, in his prime, for ten years, or perhaps twenty. But after his primest prime is reached, he slowly, insensibly weakens. These are the signs of age in you, in your body, in your art probably, in your mind. You are less electric than you were. But I, when I reach my prime – I am nearing it – ah, you shall see.”

			The stars had begun to appear in the blue velvet of the sky, and to the east the horizon seen above the black silhouette of the village was growing dove-coloured with the approach of moon-rise. White moths hovered dimly over the garden-beds, and the footsteps of night tip-toed through the bushes. Suddenly Frank rose.

			“Ah, it is the supreme moment,” he said softly. “Now more than at any other time the current of life, the eternal imperishable current runs so close to me that I am almost enveloped in it. Be silent a minute.”

			He advanced to the edge of the terrace and looked out standing stretched with arms outspread. Darcy heard him draw a long breath into his lungs, and after many seconds expel it again. Six or eight times he did this, then turned back into the lamplight.

			“It will sound to you quite mad, I expect,” he said, “but if you want to hear the soberest truth I have ever spoken and shall ever speak, I will tell you about myself. But come into the garden if it is not too damp for you. I have never told anyone yet, but I shall like to tell you. It is long, in fact, since I have even tried to classify what I have learned.”

			They wandered into the fragrant dimness of the pergola, and sat down. Then Frank began:

			“Years ago, do you remember,” he said, “we used often to talk about the decay of joy in the world. Many impulses, we settled, had contributed to this decay, some of which were good in themselves, others that were quite completely bad. Among the good things, I put what we may call certain Christian virtues, renunciation, resignation, sympathy with suffering, and the desire to relieve sufferers. But out of those things spring very bad ones, useless renunciations, asceticism for its own sake, mortification of the flesh with nothing to follow, no corresponding gain that is, and that awful and terrible disease which devastated England some centuries ago, and from which by heredity of spirit we suffer now, Puritanism. That was a dreadful plague, the brutes held and taught that joy and laughter and merriment were evil: it was a doctrine the most profane and wicked. Why, what is the commonest crime one sees? A sullen face. That is the truth of the matter.

			“Now all my life I have believed that we are intended to be happy, that joy is of all gifts the most divine. And when I left London, abandoned my career, such as it was, I did so because I intended to devote my life to the cultivation of joy, and, by continuous and unsparing effort, to be happy. Among people, and in constant intercourse with others, I did not find it possible; there were too many distractions in towns and work-rooms, and also too much suffering. So I took one step backwards or forwards, as you may choose to put it, and went straight to Nature, to trees, birds, animals, to all those things which quite clearly pursue one aim only, which blindly follow the great native instinct to be happy without any care at all for morality, or human law or divine law. I wanted, you understand, to get all joy first-hand and unadulterated, and I think it scarcely exists among men; it is obsolete.”

			Darcy turned in his chair.

			“Ah, but what makes birds and animals happy?” he asked. “Food, food and mating.”

			Frank laughed gently in the stillness.

			“Do not think I became a sensualist,” he said. “I did not make that mistake. For the sensualist carries his miseries pick-a-back, and round his feet is wound the shroud that shall soon enwrap him. I may be mad, it is true, but I am not so stupid anyhow as to have tried that. No, what is it that makes puppies play with their own tails, that sends cats on their prowling ecstatic errands at night?”

			He paused a moment.

			“So I went to Nature,” he said. “I sat down here in this New Forest, sat down fair and square, and looked. That was my first difficulty, to sit here quiet without being bored, to wait without being impatient, to be receptive and very alert, though for a long time nothing particular happened. The change in fact was slow in those early stages.”

			“Nothing happened?” asked Darcy rather impatiently, with the sturdy revolt against any new idea which to the English mind is synonymous with nonsense. “Why, what in the world should happen?”

			Now Frank as he had known him was the most generous but most quick-tempered of mortal men; in other words his anger would flare to a prodigious beacon, under almost no provocation, only to be quenched again under a gust of no less impulsive kindliness. Thus the moment Darcy had spoken, an apology for his hasty question was half-way up his tongue. But there was no need for it to have travelled even so far, for Frank laughed again with kindly, genuine mirth.

			“Oh, how I should have resented that a few years ago,” he said. “Thank goodness that resentment is one of the things I have got rid of. I certainly wish that you should believe my story – in fact, you are going to – but that you at this moment should imply that you do not, does not concern me.”

			“Ah, your solitary sojournings have made you inhuman,” said Darcy, still very English.

			“No, human,” said Frank. “Rather more human, at least rather less of an ape.”

			“Well, that was my first quest,” he continued, after a moment, “the deliberate and unswerving pursuit of joy, and my method, the eager contemplation of Nature. As far as motive went, I daresay it was purely selfish, but as far as effect goes, it seems to me about the best thing one can do for one’s fellow-creatures, for happiness is more infectious than small-pox. So, as I said, I sat down and waited; I looked at happy things, zealously avoided the sight of anything unhappy, and by degrees a little trickle of the happiness of this blissful world began to filter into me. The trickle grew more abundant, and now, my dear fellow, if I could for a moment divert from me into you one half of the torrent of joy that pours through me day and night, you would throw the world, art, everything aside, and just live, exist. When a man’s body dies, it passes into trees and flowers. Well, that is what I have been trying to do with my soul before death.”

			The servant had brought into the pergola a table with syphons and spirits, and had set a lamp upon it. As Frank spoke he leaned forward towards the other, and Darcy for all his matter-of-fact commonsense could have sworn that his companion’s face shone, was luminous in itself. His dark brown eyes glowed from within, the unconscious smile of a child irradiated and transformed his face. Darcy felt suddenly excited, exhilarated.

			“Go on,” he said. “Go on. I can feel you are somehow telling me sober truth. I daresay you are mad; but I don’t see that matters.”

			Frank laughed again.

			“Mad?” he said. “Yes, certainly, if you wish. But I prefer to call it sane. However, nothing matters less than what anybody chooses to call things. God never labels his gifts; He just puts them into our hands; just as he put animals in the garden of Eden, for Adam to name if he felt disposed.”

			“So by the continual observance and study of things that were happy,” continued he, “I got happiness, I got joy. But seeking it, as I did, from Nature, I got much more which I did not seek, but stumbled upon originally by accident. It is difficult to explain, but I will try.

			“About three years ago I was sitting one morning in a place I will show you tomorrow. It is down by the river brink, very green, dappled with shade and sun, and the river passes there through some little clumps of reeds. Well, as I sat there, doing nothing, but just looking and listening, I heard the sound quite distinctly of some flute-like instrument playing a strange unending melody. I thought at first it was some musical yokel on the highway and did not pay much attention. But before long the strangeness and indescribable beauty of the tune struck me. It never repeated itself, but it never came to an end, phrase after phrase ran its sweet course, it worked gradually and inevitably up to a climax, and having attained it, it went on; another climax was reached and another and another. Then with a sudden gasp of wonder I localised where it came from. It came from the reeds and from the sky and from the trees. It was everywhere, it was the sound of life. It was, my dear Darcy, as the Greeks would have said, it was Pan playing on his pipes, the voice of Nature. It was the life-melody, the world-melody.”

			Darcy was far too interested to interrupt, though there was a question he would have liked to ask, and Frank went on:

			“Well, for the moment I was terrified, terrified with the impotent horror of nightmare, and I stopped my ears and just ran from the place and got back to the house panting, trembling, literally in a panic. Unknowingly, for at that time I only pursued joy, I had begun, since I drew my joy from Nature, to get in touch with Nature. Nature, force, God, call it what you will, had drawn across my face a little gossamer web of essential life. I saw that when I emerged from my terror, and I went very humbly back to where I had heard the Pan-pipes. But it was nearly six months before I heard them again.”

			“Why was that?” asked Darcy.

			“Surely because I had revolted, rebelled, and worst of all been frightened. For I believe that just as there is nothing in the world which so injures one’s body as fear, so there is nothing that so much shuts up the soul. I was afraid, you see, of the one thing in the world which has real existence. No wonder its manifestation was withdrawn.”

			“And after six months?”

			“After six months one blessed morning I heard the piping again. I wasn’t afraid that time. And since then it has grown louder, it has become more constant. I now hear it often, and I can put myself into such an attitude towards Nature that the pipes will almost certainly sound. And never yet have they played the same tune, it is always something new, something fuller, richer, more complete than before.”

			“What do you mean by ‘such an attitude towards Nature’?” asked Darcy.

			“I can’t explain that; but by translating it into a bodily attitude it is this.”

			Frank sat up for a moment quite straight in his chair, then slowly sunk back with arms outspread and head drooped.

			“That,” he said, “an effortless attitude, but open, resting, receptive. It is just that which you must do with your soul.”

			Then he sat up again.

			“One word more,” he said, “and I will bore you no further. Nor unless you ask me questions shall I talk about it again. You will find me, in fact, quite sane in my mode of life. Birds and beasts you will see behaving somewhat intimately to me, like that moor-hen, but that is all. I will walk with you, ride with you, play golf with you, and talk with you on any subject you like. But I wanted you on the threshold to know what has happened to me. And one thing more will happen.”

			He paused again, and a slight look of fear crossed his eyes.

			“There will be a final revelation,” he said, “a complete and blinding stroke which will throw open to me, once and for all, the full knowledge, the full realisation and comprehension that I am one, just as you are, with life. In reality there is no ‘me,’ no ‘you,’ no ‘it’. Everything is part of the one and only thing which is life. I know that that is so, but the realisation of it is not yet mine. But it will be, and on that day, so I take it, I shall see Pan. It may mean death, the death of my body, that is, but I don’t care. It may mean immortal, eternal life lived here and now and for ever. Then having gained that, ah, my dear Darcy, I shall preach such a gospel of joy, showing myself as the living proof of the truth, that Puritanism, the dismal religion of sour faces, shall vanish like a breath of smoke, and be dispersed and disappear in the sunlit air. But first the full knowledge must be mine.”

			Darcy watched his face narrowly.

			“You are afraid of that moment,” he said.

			Frank smiled at him.

			“Quite true; you are quick to have seen that. But when it comes I hope I shall not be afraid.”

			For some little time there was silence; then Darcy rose.

			“You have bewitched me, you extraordinary boy,” he said. “You have been telling me a fairy-story, and I find myself saying, ‘Promise me it is true.’”

			“I promise you that,” said the other.

			“And I know I shan’t sleep,” added Darcy.

			Frank looked at him with a sort of mild wonder as if he scarcely understood.

			“Well, what does that matter?” he said.

			“I assure you it does. I am wretched unless I sleep.”

			“Of course I can make you sleep if I want,” said Frank in a rather bored voice.

			“Well, do.”

			“Very good: go to bed. I’ll come upstairs in ten minutes.”

			Frank busied himself for a little after the other had gone, moving the table back under the awning of the veranda and quenching the lamp. Then he went with his quick silent tread upstairs and into Darcy’s room. The latter was already in bed, but very wide-eyed and wakeful, and Frank with an amused smile of indulgence, as for a fretful child, sat down on the edge of the bed.

			“Look at me,” he said, and Darcy looked.

			“The birds are sleeping in the brake,” said Frank softly, “and the winds are asleep. The sea sleeps, and the tides are but the heaving of its breast. The stars swing slow, rocked in the great cradle of the Heavens, and –”

			He stopped suddenly, gently blew out Darcy’s candle, and left him sleeping.

			Morning brought to Darcy a flood of hard commonsense, as clear and crisp as the sunshine that filled his room. Slowly as he woke he gathered together the broken threads of the memories of the evening which had ended, so he told himself, in a trick of common hypnotism. That accounted for it all; the whole strange talk he had had was under a spell of suggestion from the extraordinary vivid boy who had once been a man; all his own excitement, his acceptance of the incredible had been merely the effect of a stronger, more potent will imposed on his own. How strong that will was, he guessed from his own instantaneous obedience to Frank’s suggestion of sleep. And armed with impenetrable commonsense he came down to breakfast. Frank had already begun, and was consuming a large plateful of porridge and milk with the most prosaic and healthy appetite.

			“Slept well?” he asked.

			“Yes, of course. Where did you learn hypnotism?”

			“By the side of the river.”

			“You talked an amazing quantity of nonsense last night,” remarked Darcy, in a voice prickly with reason.

			“Rather. I felt quite giddy. Look, I remembered to order a dreadful daily paper for you. You can read about money markets or politics or cricket matches.”

			Darcy looked at him closely. In the morning light Frank looked even fresher, younger, more vital than he had done the night before, and the sight of him somehow dinted Darcy’s armour of commonsense.

			“You are the most extraordinary fellow I ever saw,” he said. “I want to ask you some more questions.”

			“Ask away,” said Frank.

			* * *

			For the next day or two Darcy plied his friend with many questions, objections and criticisms on the theory of life and gradually got out of him a coherent and complete account of his experience. In brief then, Frank believed that “by lying naked,” as he put it, to the force which controls the passage of the stars, the breaking of a wave, the budding of a tree, the love of a youth and maiden, he had succeeded in a way hitherto undreamed of in possessing himself of the essential principle of life. Day by day, so he thought, he was getting nearer to, and in closer union with the great power itself which caused all life to be, the spirit of nature, of force, or the spirit of God. For himself, he confessed to what others would call paganism; it was sufficient for him that there existed a principle of life. He did not worship it, he did not pray to it, he did not praise it. Some of it existed in all human beings, just as it existed in trees and animals; to realise and make living to himself the fact that it was all one, was his sole aim and object.

			Here perhaps Darcy would put in a word of warning. “Take care,” he said. “To see Pan meant death, did it not?”

			Frank’s eyebrows would rise at this.

			“What does that matter?” he said. “True, the Greeks were always right, and they said so, but there is another possibility. For the nearer I get to it, the more living, the more vital and young I become.”

			“What then do you expect the final revelation will do for you?”

			“I have told you,” said he. “It will make me immortal.”

			But it was not so much from speech and argument that Darcy grew to grasp his friend’s conception, as from the ordinary conduct of his life. They were passing, for instance, one morning down the village street, when an old woman, very bent and decrepit, but with an extraordinary cheerfulness of face, hobbled out from her cottage. Frank instantly stopped when he saw her.

			“You old darling! How goes it all?” he said.

			But she did not answer, her dim old eyes were riveted on his face; she seemed to drink in like a thirsty creature the beautiful radiance which shone there. Suddenly she put her two withered old hands on his shoulders.

			“You’re just the sunshine itself,” she said, and he kissed her and passed on.

			But scarcely a hundred yards further a strange contradiction of such tenderness occurred. A child running along the path towards them fell on its face, and set up a dismal cry of fright and pain. A look of horror came into Frank’s eyes, and, putting his fingers in his ears, he fled at full speed down the street, and did not pause till he was out of hearing. Darcy, having ascertained that the child was not really hurt, followed him in bewilderment.

			“Are you without pity then?” he asked.

			Frank shook his head impatiently.

			“Can’t you see?” he asked. “Can’t you understand that that sort of thing, pain, anger, anything unlovely throws me back, retards the coming of the great hour! Perhaps when it comes I shall be able to piece that side of life on to the other, on to the true religion of joy. At present I can’t.”

			“But the old woman. Was she not ugly?”

			Frank’s radiance gradually returned.

			“Ah, no. She was like me. She longed for joy, and knew it when she saw it, the old darling.”

			Another question suggested itself.

			“Then what about Christianity?” asked Darcy.

			“I can’t accept it. I can’t believe in any creed of which the central doctrine is that God who is Joy should have had to suffer. Perhaps it was so; in some inscrutable way I believe it may have been so, but I don’t understand how it was possible. So I leave it alone; my affair is joy.”

			They had come to the weir above the village, and the thunder of riotous cool water was heavy in the air. Trees dipped into the translucent stream with slender trailing branches, and the meadow where they stood was starred with midsummer blossomings. Larks shot up carolling into the crystal dome of blue, and a thousand voices of June sang round them. Frank, bare-headed as was his wont, with his coat slung over his arm and his shirt sleeves rolled up above the elbow, stood there like some beautiful wild animal with eyes half-shut and mouth half-open, drinking in the scented warmth of the air. Then suddenly he flung himself face downwards on the grass at the edge of the stream, burying his face in the daisies and cowslips, and lay stretched there in wide-armed ecstasy, with his long fingers pressing and stroking the dewy herbs of the field. Never before had Darcy seen him thus fully possessed by his idea; his caressing fingers, his half-buried face pressed close to the grass, even the clothed lines of his figure were instinct with a vitality that somehow was different from that of other men. And some faint glow from it reached Darcy, some thrill, some vibration from that charged recumbent body passed to him, and for a moment he understood as he had not understood before, despite his persistent questions and the candid answers they received, how real, and how realised by Frank, his idea was.

			Then suddenly the muscles in Frank’s neck became stiff and alert, and he half-raised his head, whispering, “The Pan-pipes, the Pan-pipes. Close, oh, so close.”

			Very slowly, as if a sudden movement might interrupt the melody, he raised himself and leaned on the elbow of his bent arm. His eyes opened wider, the lower lids drooped as if he focused his eyes on something very far away, and the smile on his face broadened and quivered like sunlight on still water, till the exultance of its happiness was scarcely human. So he remained motionless and rapt for some minutes, then the look of listening died from his face, and he bowed his head satisfied.

			“Ah, that was good,” he said. “How is it possible you did not hear? Oh, you poor fellow! Did you really hear nothing?”

			A week of this outdoor and stimulating life did wonders in restoring to Darcy the vigour and health which his weeks of fever had filched from him, and as his normal activity and higher pressure of vitality returned, he seemed to himself to fall even more under the spell which the miracle of Frank’s youth cast over him. Twenty times a day he found himself saying to himself suddenly at the end of some ten minutes’ silent resistance to the absurdity of Frank’s idea: “But it isn’t possible; it can’t be possible,” and from the fact of his having to assure himself so frequently of this, he knew that he was struggling and arguing with a conclusion which already had taken root in his mind. For in any case a visible living miracle confronted him, since it was equally impossible that this youth, this boy, trembling on the verge of manhood, was thirty-five. Yet such was the fact.

			July was ushered in by a couple of days of blustering and fretful rain, and Darcy, unwilling to risk a chill, kept to the house. But to Frank this weeping change of weather seemed to have no bearing on the behaviour of man, and he spent his days exactly as he did under the suns of June, lying in his hammock, stretched on the dripping grass, or making huge rambling excursions into the forest, the birds hopping from tree to tree after him, to return in the evening, drenched and soaked, but with the same unquenchable flame of joy burning within him.

			“Catch cold?” he would ask, “I’ve forgotten how to do it, I think. I suppose it makes one’s body more sensible always to sleep out-of-doors. People who live indoors always remind me of something peeled and skinless.”

			“Do you mean to say you slept out-of-doors last night in that deluge?” asked Darcy. “And where, may I ask?”

			Frank thought a moment.

			“I slept in the hammock till nearly dawn,” he said. “For I remember the light blinked in the east when I awoke. Then I went – where did I go? – oh, yes, to the meadow where the Pan-pipes sounded so close a week ago. You were with me, do you remember? But I always have a rug if it is wet.”

			And he went whistling upstairs.

			Somehow that little touch, his obvious effort to recall where he had slept, brought strangely home to Darcy the wonderful romance of which he was the still half-incredulous beholder. Sleep till close on dawn in a hammock, then the tramp – or probably scamper – underneath the windy and weeping heavens to the remote and lonely meadow by the weir! The picture of other such nights rose before him; Frank sleeping perhaps by the bathing-place under the filtered twilight of the stars, or the white blaze of moon-shine, a stir and awakening at some dead hour, perhaps a space of silent wide-eyed thought, and then a wandering through the hushed woods to some other dormitory, alone with his happiness, alone with the joy and the life that suffused and enveloped him, without other thought or desire or aim except the hourly and never-ceasing communion with the joy of nature.

			They were in the middle of dinner that night, talking on indifferent subjects, when Darcy suddenly broke off in the middle of a sentence.

			“I’ve got it,” he said. “At last I’ve got it.”

			“Congratulate you,” said Frank. “But what?”

			“The radical unsoundness of your idea. It is this: All nature from highest to lowest is full, crammed full of suffering; every living organism in nature preys on another, yet in your aim to get close to, to be one with nature, you leave suffering altogether out; you run away from it, you refuse to recognise it. And you are waiting, you say, for the final revelation.”

			Frank’s brow clouded slightly.

			“Well?” he asked, rather wearily.

			“Cannot you guess then when the final revelation will be? In joy you are supreme, I grant you that; I did not know a man could be so master of it. You have learned perhaps practically all that nature can teach. And if, as you think, the final revelation is coming to you, it will be the revelation of horror, suffering, death, pain in all its hideous forms. Suffering does exist: you hate it and fear it.”

			Frank held up his hand.

			“Stop; let me think,” he said.

			There was silence for a long minute.

			“That never struck me,” he said at length. “It is possible that what you suggest is true. Does the sight of Pan mean that, do you think? Is it that nature, take it altogether, suffers horribly, suffers to a hideous inconceivable extent? Shall I be shown all the suffering?”

			He got up and came round to where Darcy sat.

			“If it is so, so be it,” he said. “Because, my dear fellow, I am near, so splendidly near to the final revelation. Today the pipes have sounded almost without pause. I have even heard the rustle in the bushes, I believe, of Pan’s coming. I have seen, yes, I saw today, the bushes pushed aside as if by a hand, and piece of a face, not human, peered through. But I was not frightened, at least I did not run away this time.”

			He took a turn up to the window and back again.

			“Yes, there is suffering all through,” he said, “and I have left it all out of my search. Perhaps, as you say, the revelation will be that. And in that case, it will be good-bye. I have gone on one line. I shall have gone too far along one road, without having explored the other. But I can’t go back now. I wouldn’t if I could; not a step would I retrace! In any case, whatever the revelation is, it will be God. I’m sure of that.”

			The rainy weather soon passed, and with the return of the sun Darcy again joined Frank in long rambling days. It grew extraordinarily hotter, and with the fresh bursting of life, after the rain, Frank’s vitality seemed to blaze higher and higher. Then, as is the habit of the English weather, one evening clouds began to bank themselves up in the west, the sun went down in a glare of coppery thunder-rack, and the whole earth broiling under an unspeakable oppression and sultriness paused and panted for the storm. After sunset the remote fires of lightning began to wink and flicker on the horizon, but when bed-time came the storm seemed to have moved no nearer, though a very low unceasing noise of thunder was audible. Weary and oppressed by the stress of the day, Darcy fell at once into a heavy uncomforting sleep.

			He woke suddenly into full consciousness, with the din of some appalling explosion of thunder in his ears, and sat up in bed with racing heart. Then for a moment, as he recovered himself from the panic-land which lies between sleeping and waking, there was silence, except for the steady hissing of rain on the shrubs outside his window. But suddenly that silence was shattered and shredded into fragments by a scream from somewhere close at hand outside in the black garden, a scream of supreme and despairing terror. Again, and once again it shrilled up, and then a babble of awful words was interjected. A quivering sobbing voice that he knew, said:

			“My God, oh, my God; oh, Christ!”

			And then followed a little mocking, bleating laugh. Then was silence again; only the rain hissed on the shrubs.

			All this was but the affair of a moment, and without pause either to put on clothes or light a candle, Darcy was already fumbling at his door-handle. Even as he opened it he met a terror-stricken face outside, that of the man-servant who carried a light.

			“Did you hear?” he asked.

			The man’s face was bleached to a dull shining whiteness.

			“Yes, sir,” he said. “It was the master’s voice.”

			* * *

			Together they hurried down the stairs, and through the dining-room where an orderly table for breakfast had already been laid, and out on to the terrace. The rain for the moment had been utterly stayed, as if the tap of the heavens had been turned off, and under the lowering black sky, not quite dark, since the moon rode somewhere serene behind the conglomerated thunder-clouds, Darcy stumbled into the garden, followed by the servant with the candle. The monstrous leaping shadow of himself was cast before him on the lawn; lost and wandering odours of rose and lily and damp earth were thick about him, but more pungent was some sharp and acrid smell that suddenly reminded him of a certain châlet in which he had once taken refuge in the Alps. In the blackness of the hazy light from the sky, and the vague tossing of the candle behind him, he saw that the hammock in which Frank so often lay was tenanted. A gleam of white shirt was there, as if a man sitting up in it, but across that there was an obscure dark shadow, and as he approached the acrid odour grew more intense.

			He was now only some few yards away, when suddenly the black shadow seemed to jump into the air, then came down with tappings of hard hoofs on the brick path that ran down the pergola, and with frolicsome skippings galloped off into the bushes. When that was gone Darcy could see quite clearly that a shirted figure sat up in the hammock. For one moment, from sheer terror of the unseen, he hung on his step, and the servant joining him they walked together to the hammock.

			It was Frank. He was in shirt and trousers only, and he sat up with braced arms. For one half-second he stared at them, his face a mask of horrible contorted terror. His upper lip was drawn back so that the gums of the teeth appeared, and his eyes were focused not on the two who approached him but on something quite close to him; his nostrils were widely expanded, as if he panted for breath, and terror incarnate and repulsion and deathly anguish ruled dreadful lines on his smooth cheeks and forehead. Then even as they looked the body sank backwards, and the ropes of the hammock wheezed and strained.

			Darcy lifted him out and carried him indoors. Once he thought there was a faint convulsive stir of the limbs that lay with so dead a weight in his arms, but when they got inside, there was no trace of life. But the look of supreme terror and agony of fear had gone from his face, a boy tired with play but still smiling in his sleep was the burden he laid on the floor. His eyes had closed, and the beautiful mouth lay in smiling curves, even as when a few mornings ago, in the meadow by the weir, it had quivered to the music of the unheard melody of Pan’s pipes. Then they looked further.

			Frank had come back from his bathe before dinner that night in his usual costume of shirt and trousers only. He had not dressed, and during dinner, so Darcy remembered, he had rolled up the sleeves of his shirt to above the elbow. Later, as they sat and talked after dinner on the close sultriness of the evening, he had unbuttoned the front of his shirt to let what little breath of wind there was play on his skin. The sleeves were rolled up now, the front of the shirt was unbuttoned, and on his arms and on the brown skin of his chest were strange discolourations which grew momently more clear and defined, till they saw that the marks were pointed prints, as if caused by the hoofs of some monstrous goat that had leaped and stamped upon him.
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			“C’mon, kiddo, this is supposed to be fun,” said Jack’s father, as they watched the spraying surf coat a couple of middle-aged nuns a few steps down. “Think of it this way, later in life, when you are going through your bucket list, you can scratch this one off.” 

			Jack liked his Dad. He was a man who was always up for an adventure. The family called him “Captain Vacation,” because he always had a list of activities and sightseeing tours wherever they visited. 

			This spring break trip was brought to you by San Francisco, which was a pretty awesome town in Jack’s eyes, even when forced to spend time with his unhip parents and kid sister. 

			“Bucket list, huh?” 

			Jack knew what it meant, he just didn’t think that he should have to add this to his vocabulary when he was only a year into puberty – and man, that had been a bitch to deal with. The hormones raged, like when he watched those tattooed girls careening down the steep hills of San Francisco on skateboards. 

			“You mean Alcatraz isn’t on your bucket list?” his father asked, smiling at him. 

			His mom and Kat, the little brat, were in the bathroom, as the wee one puked her brains out due to ferry-sickness. 

			“Dad! I don’t have a bucket list. I’m fourteen!” 

			His father shook his head. “You’re right. But it moves fast, buddy. Hell, I remember being your age and seeing Return of the Jedi five times!” 

			That’s what Jack liked about his father. Although he was very unhip, he could sometimes be cool, but only sometimes.

			Jack’s buddy, Devin, had parents who were nearing sixty – Jesus H. Ramirez – that’s like living with grandparents. But then again, Devin’s dad did have the best music collection in town. 

			Parents just aren’t what they used to be – stodgy and out of touch. Now they were way in touch, so much that it got pretty annoying… at times. 

			Jack already had to change his Facebook account twice to keep the unsuspecting snoops out of his life. Not that he had anything of merit to hide. But that could change at any moment. What if some girl wanted him to sneak out in the middle of the night? It wouldn’t help if she posted it on his wall and had his mom comment that doorbell ditching and tee-peeing people’s yards was illegal. 

			Oh, brother – another family trip with the Carlsons. Good times. 

			His mom and Kat made their way back. Kat’s face was no longer matching her purple shirt, but had the white glowing shock of one of those soldiers in Saving Private Ryan. 

			Jack smiled as he thought about Kat running up the beach in Normandy, dodging bullets, bodies and bombs all dressed in purple. She’d be like a big purple target.

			“What’s so funny, Jack?” his mom asked. 

			“Just thinking about a movie,” he replied, hiding that grin and remembering to keep his mouth shut, as a girl around the age of sixteen sauntered by, taking snapshots with her iPhone. 

			The ferry had come upon the dock at Alcatraz, and the procession of the cattle commenced. And all to see where they held the bad guys, except for Clint Eastwood, who was still pretty badass for being a living mummy. 

			Kat’s color returned as soon as she jumped off the boat and, of course, started mooning over some lavender wildflowers that were growing along the side of the bluffs. 

			Jack followed his family up the steps into the entrance of the ancient prison, which to his dismay, looked less majestic than The Rock had promised. 

			“This place is haunted, you know?” his father said, nudging Jack in the ribs. 

			“Kickass!” Jack replied, to which his mom made the obligatory, “Jack Carlson! Watch your mouth.” 

			Inside the Rock now, they waited in line as the park rangers took the tickets, all dressed in yellow rain slickers. The sky was certainly dark, and the wind had kicked up a nice early April breeze, which oozed into the cracks and loose windows of the Alcatraz main hall. 

			Moving slowly along, Jack stared at the greenish and white paint that peeled in rippled sheets. Everything looked dead. This was a giant tomb, and this gave Jack the strange feeling that he was walking over a bone yard. 

			“Dad? Did they execute people here?” Jack asked. 

			“Oh, sure. Probably stuck them in the gas chamber or hanged them.” 

			“There were no executions in Alcatraz. That happens up the way in San Quentin,” said a nosy ranger, who clipped another ticket and took the four in his father’s hand.

			“Which is better, the group tour or the audio tour?” Jack’s father asked. 

			The ranger murmured without looking up, “Audio tour. Hands down.” 

			That was a good thing, because the guided tour’s line was packed, while the audio tour kiosk had a fraction of the ferry audience. 

			A lady ranger, of about thirty or five hundred, Jack couldn’t be sure, handed out little contraptions with these awful fuzzy headphones. 

			“Bring ’em back when you’re finished,” she chirped in a repetitive fashion. “Check them now, so you don’t get a dud.” 

			Jack put the headphones over his ears, which helped lessen the biting cold that nipped at the tips. Jack hit the Play button:

			“Welcome to Alcatraz! This guided tour is brought to you by our good friends at Keely Electronics – where all your iPhone, Android and stereo needs can be found at the best prices.”

			Jack gave the lady ranger a thumbs up. Looking to his parents, he hit Stop. 

			“I guess we just follow along with the recording,” Jack said, thinking to himself, that he would finally get a few blessed minutes alone. 

			His father was busy molding the headphones to his abnormally large head. “Don’t cause any trouble, because they’ll throw you in the hole.” 

			“Thanks, Dad.” Jack put the headphones back over his ears and hit Play. 

			Immediately, there were the sounds of shouting men, slamming cell doors, guards yelling for a headcount. In true hi-def stereo sound – Alcatraz was coming alive. 

			“As we guide you through this tour of Alcatraz, we require that there is no flash photography, smoking or talking loudly. Please make sure not to disturb our other guests as we bring you ‘Alcatraz: The Guided Tour.’” 

			The narrator was some actor he had never heard of, but Jack saw his father feign a look of surprise and nudge his mother. He must be somebody, indeed. 

			They walked together as a group, making sure to dodge the guided tour that was already a few feet ahead. 

			Those with the headphones sniffed around in different cells, stopping occasionally to listen to the directions of the narrator, and then continued on. 

			They moved along Broadway – the main cellblock, that folks like Al Capone, The Bird Man, and other gangsters and dangerous criminals once called home. 

			In between the narration, the crystal clear recreation of past events played in a near perfect auditory hallucination. 

			This was definitely up Jack’s alley, and he was glad that he could now check this off on his bucket list. 

			Jack walked into a cell, imagining what it must have been like to spend all his time in a cubbyhole no bigger than his mother’s closet. 

			Some of the cells that were closed were made up to look like the real deal, with painted oil pictures of the San Francisco Bay and of the great city that lay beside it, along with a very uncomfortable-looking bed and a dreadful toilet. 

			The narrator instructed Jack to walk down the hall and take a right at the corner. Jack followed along, hanging back a little bit further, enjoying his space for a while longer. 

			“Psst! Hey, Kid!” 

			Jack spun around. The voice had come from one of the cells. “Yeah, you, Kid! Come here! I’ve got something to –.”

			Jack took off his headphones. The voice had sounded so real, so three-dimensional that he thought someone had called to him. Without the headphones, there was only the sound of shuffling feet and the droning tour guide.

			Placing the headphones back over his ears, the narration continued “…He’s been looking for the right person to help out, and I think that might be you. Do me a favor, open this door here.”

			Jack stood in front of a closed cell door. This was definitely part of the scripted tour, as Jack saw an older guy nearby opening the door of another cell and going in. Jack pulled the cell door open. It was heavy and rusted, but after putting his weight behind it, the door rolled open.

			“That’s perfect! Don’t do it too much to set off the guards. This will give me a chance to find him. You look like a good kid, I can tell. You’re smart like him. He likes smart kids.” 

			The narrator picked up again, discussing the hole and why a prisoner would be forced to live in that environment. Jack was perplexed. “Stupid audio tour,” he said, “Probably on random shuffle.” 

			Jack picked up his speed – Alcatraz wasn’t enormous and around the corner, he could see his father walking hand in hand with Kat. 

			His dad turned around, caught a glimpse of Jack and nodded his head. Jack flashed a peace sign. 

			“How you doing, Kid?” 

			This was a different voice coming from a nearby bench, or so it seemed. This voice was not the high-pitched squeak of the first, but deeper, gravelly, confident. 

			“I’ve been looking for the right guy for the job and my buddy, Buck, says you might be the one. So listen up, I don’t have a lot of time, and neither do you. This tour only lasts another twenty minutes. So what’s required is quick action, fast reflexes and a good mind. You got that?”

			Jack walked along, and he saw his father try to talk Kat into touring the inside of the hole. That’s where he’ll tell her later on, when she is being bad, she’ll go if she doesn’t shape up. Jack laughed, thinking about his sister spending the night in solitary confinement on Alcatraz.

			“This is no time for laughing, bucko! I asked you a question. Do you have what it takes?” 

			Jack stopped. That voice seemed to be coming from everywhere; this 3-D technology was simply amazing. 

			“Answer the goddamn question. You’re wasting my time. Are you ready?” 

			Jack, out of reflex and shock that his audio tour was swearing at him, said, “Yes!” 

			The old guy, who had been lingering nearby Jack, shot him a glance. Jack waved. 

			“Okay. That’s what I need to hear. From now on, I’ll do the talking. There will be a couple of moments where I’ll need you to pipe up, but we’ll get to that. The first thing you have to do is get the hell out of this cellblock. I don’t want to spend any more time in here than I have to.” 

			Jack stopped again – this audio tour was certainly getting strange. 

			“See that doorway down there that says Exit? I want you to go out there. Don’t worry about the alarm. It’s on the frizz.” 

			Jack looked at the tour ahead of him; they continued to mill about, held captive by their own narrators. Jack wondered what kind of tricks they had been instructed to undertake. Or maybe Jack received a special, different tour by mistake. In any case, Jack grinned. This was going to be fun.

			He turned away from the group and moved toward the exit. 

			“Pick up the pace, son. We’ve got eighteen minutes before Mommy and Daddy raise the alarm. We don’t need that. Now hop to it.” 

			Just as the voice said, the alarm was shut off. He passed safely and quietly through the door, which opened to a long, dank hallway. 

			“This is where you’ll have to seriously kick those sneakers into high gear. Head over to that enclave and wait.”

			Jack ran over to the little dip in the hall, which had steps that went down. 

			“Good, now wait – don’t even breathe.”

			There was the sound of another door opening around the bend. Two people talked quietly to one another as a metal clunk of a door opened and closed. 

			“Perfect, kiddo. We’re moving double time now, down the hall, the last door on the left.” 

			Jack did just as he was told, as his feet echoed on the hard concrete floor. He opened the door and let it close with a clunk behind him. Jack was now out of the Alcatraz facility and standing before a long stairway leading down. Down the stairs, Jack could see two yellow-coated rangers moving at a medium pace and turn a corner. 

			“Don’t worry about them. Layoffs have been threatened by the state, and it looks like Alcatraz may be shut down for good. Which is why today is as important as ever. We’ve got less than fifteen minutes to get this done and get you back.”

			Jack spoke out loud, “What exactly are we doing?” 

			“It’ll all make sense. And I’ll do the talking. Now Jack, do you see that dip in the wall up ahead?” 

			Reality crashed down upon Jack. This wasn’t a game; this wasn’t some strange audio tour with an interactive chapter. Jack looked around for hidden cameras – and though there were security cameras they remained fixed to their mounts at the corner of the room. Would that old dude from The Rock come jumping out of a cell? Jack could bet that his Dad would love that. 

			But there was nothing out of the ordinary – except for the voice booming in his ears. 

			Jack pulled off his headphones. A lone seagull cawed and swooped above him and headed off into the rocks nearby. 

			From the headphones, Jack could hear the voice, “Jack! Jack! Please… put the earmuffs on! Jack, please!”

			“I don’t want to,” Jack said, now frightened by the gravity of the world bearing down upon him. His parents would be looking for him – Lord knows, they’d call every ranger on the island to start looking for him. He didn’t want to deal with this.

			“Jack Carlson! Jack Andrew Carlson, put these goddamn earmuffs on!” 

			Yep, this was real – it wasn’t a dream, and Jack felt like throwing up. 

			“If you don’t put the earmuffs on, I’ll tell everyone you beat off to that yearbook picture of…”

			Jack threw the headphones back on. “Don’t!” 

			“Got your attention, didn’t I? Look, Jack, I can read your mind like a book. It’s my special skill nowadays. I know this is strange, but it’ll make sense if you follow my lead. Trust me on this. I’m not going to hurt you – hell, I couldn’t if I tried. I’ve been on this rock way too long, and I need to get off of it. You’re my only hope, buster.”

			“And what if I don’t?” Jack asked, very near to the point of tossing the headphones and device as far as he could. 

			“I’ll make you a deal. Sometime in the future when you need help, I’ll provide it. I can’t tell you what it will be, but I’ll do everything in my power. You do me the favor, and I’ll do you one back. You have a long life ahead, you’ll need some help now and again.” 

			“Are you sure I won’t get in trouble?” 

			“Not if you do exactly as I say. We have twelve minutes left, but you have to listen to me. And I mean, to the letter! You got that?”

			Jack nodded and asked the voice for a name. The voice was quiet for a moment, and Jack wondered if he’d scared it off. But then it came back. “It’s Frank. You ready?” 

			“Sure.” 

			Following the voice, Jack leapt over the dip of the wall and headed into the wilderness of the island. 

			Frank was very specific about where Jack should step, about which rock to hold onto, and before long Jack found himself climbing down through a crevice in the ground. He could hear the swirling, crashing opera of water below. 

			Though Jack was frightened, Frank kept him calm by anticipating every emotion along with every step. 

			“Don’t step there, it’s too wet. Kick it with your shoe. Wipe off that moss. Now hold onto that stone. No, not that one, you numbskull – that one! Yeah. That’s the ticket, hang on now. Just relax. You’re climbing a prehistoric ladder, that’s all.”

			Frank’s encouraging words propelled Jack along the path. Frank also kept a log on the time until high tide: “Nine minutes, seven minutes, and five minutes to high tide.” 

			Jack looked below; he was climbing a downward slope into the belly of an underwater cavern. The water rushed in a quick, frothy push. Although the volume seemed low, the amount of water was growing. 

			Jack could see the rolling pebbles and rocks that had been crushed and smoothed over millions of years. 

			“Okay, one more step, and I want you to leap off. You’ll get a little wet, but that won’t hurt anyone.” 

			Jack jumped as he was told and landed with a thud. He wobbled and fell on his ass, sending a copious amount of brilliant white water over his bottom half. 

			Frank laughed. “That’ll wake you up. Okay, up and Adam. We’ve got three minutes left.” 

			Jack crawled to his feet, soaked, his toes already growing numb. But now he was getting excited, “Frank, are you leading me to buried treasure?” 

			“That depends on what you believe is treasure. For me, it’s the most valuable thing in the world. Now up ahead, you see that rock, move it. Yeah, it’s big and heavy, but you can do it.”

			Jack found the BBQ-sized boulder and yanked on the ridged and sharp surface. It was perched on other rocks and it had some give. Jack pushed with all his might, and the boulder rolled off, slapping down into the gravel floor, spraying off a fine mist of water as the tide rolled in. 

			“Good, now see that one and that one, get those out of here. Keep going.” 

			Jack threw rock after rock, until he could see something wedged beneath; it was white, it shined.

			“Oh, God,” Jack said. 

			“You found it! You found it!”

			Underneath the rocks were the bones of a human skeleton. There were scraps of blue cloth that hung around the edges of the carcass. 

			“Prison blues don’t fade, you know.” 

			Frank laughed – he was thrilled. His voice grew quick and ecstatic. 

			“Okay, this is pretty simple, you’re going to grab these bones and toss them into the water.” 

			Jack removed another rock and was horrified to see the leering grin of a broken skull. Seaweed stuck to the crown, a crater the size of a fist caved in the side. 

			“The current may have snatched me, but the rocks gave me the knock-out punch. Sucked me in here, and I’ve been stuck on the rock ever since. Can’t say for sure what happened to the other guys. But after all our planning, years of preparation and a flawless escape, I get brained the second we leave the shore. This island, I tell you, it doesn’t like you to leave of your own accord.” 

			Jack was compelled to pick up the skull. Was this really the body of the voice he was hearing? 

			“Time’s up, Jack. High tide is coming in. Scatter these bones into the water – the tide will spread them out. Once that happens, I’m free. But do me a favor. I want to see the City. Take a couple of my teeth.” 

			Jack gagged, “Ewww, gross, Frank!” Jack dropped the skull and began chucking the skeleton bones into the water. 

			The water reached his knees and climbed higher with each new wave. 

			“Seriously! Pull a couple of teeth out of my skull and put them in your pocket.”

			Jack grimaced but complied. He took hold of the two front teeth and pulled. They snapped off like a number ticket at the local deli. Jack put the teeth in his pocket, as the water reached his crotch. “Cold!” Jack yelled. 

			“Okay, here we go again. You’ll have to be extra careful, because you’re wet, but we can do this…” 

			Jack was right. His parents noted him gone longer than five minutes, and soon every ranger on the island was in pursuit. 

			Following Frank’s orders, Jack made it safely back up to the prison. When Jack jumped back over the dip in the wall and found his parents and a serious throng of rangers, he was completely soaked, covered in mud. His hands and arms were scratched, his jacket torn, and a tired look of bliss was plastered to his face. 

			Jack thought up his own excuse, that he followed the audio tour the wrong way. Got stuck outside, tried to climb around, slipped down a hill and this was the result. 

			And in a way, it was true. 

			Jack tried to slip the earphones on one last time to hear Frank’s final instructions, but the chirpy ranger snatched the audio deck from his hand and absconded with it. Jack started to protest, but realized he was safer without it. He kept quiet, as his inner Frank told him to keep his trap shut. 

			After the scare was over and the Carlson family was back on the ferry boat, his father said, “And you missed the best part. They showed exactly how Frank Morris escaped.” 

			Jack was quiet for a moment, then put his arm around his father and said, “He didn’t escape, Dad. He just got misplaced.” 

			His father found it funny, but it was horribly depressing for Jack. 

			Later that night, after a long hot shower and some Chinatown chop suey, Jack fired up his iPod, inserted his ear buds and hit Play. 

			Instead of music, Frank’s voice came through the ear buds – but the voice was lighter, bubblier. 

			“Thanks a bundle, Jack! Remember, I owe you! But you’ve got one more thing to do. Take one of my teeth and toss it out the window. The other one you’re going to keep. Yeah, I know it’s gross, but it’ll come in handy someday.” 

			Jack got out of his bed, making sure not to wake Kat in her purple pajamas, and opened the small hotel window a crack. He fished into his backpack and found one of the teeth, which felt electric. He threw it out the window, where it clattered briefly on the sill and then slipped out into the San Francisco night. 

			Frank’s voice seemed quieter now, free, as he spoke through the iPod: “Here’s the deal. I’ll always come to help you if I can. If you get into a jam and need someone to talk you out of it, I will. I won’t help you do anything illegal, and I can’t go against fate. But if I can, I’ll help. Deal?” 

			Jack held the remaining tooth in his palm. “Deal,” he said. 

			And when Jack dropped the tooth in his backpack, the music resumed and Frank was gone. 

			Ten years later, when Jack worked a summer as a volunteer fireman, he found himself in a situation during a very bad wildfire. He was with a group of ten other guys, and they were surrounded on all sides by flames that were closing in.

			The newspapers would later report that Jack was very specific with the men; they had to follow his directions to the very letter. If they didn’t, they would perish. 

			One of the survivors was later quoted about the rescue led by Jack: 

			“…And all the while he organized us and led us through hell’s mouth, that cocky sumbitch was listening to rock-n-roll music on his headphones the entire time.”
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			The Messenger

			by Robert W. Chambers
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			Little gray messenger,

			Robed like painted Death,

			Your robe is dust.

			Whom do you seek

			Among lilies and closed buds

			At dusk?

			Among lilies and closed buds

			At dusk,

			Whom do you seek,

			Little gray messenger,

			Robed in the awful panoply

			Of painted Death?

			*

			All-wise,

			Hast thou seen all there is to see with thy two eyes?

			Dost thou know all there is to know, and so,

			Omniscient,

			Darest thou still to say thy brother lies?

			I

			“The bullet entered here,” said Max Fortin, and he placed his middle finger over a smooth hole exactly in the center of the forehead.

			I sat down upon a mound of dry seaweed and unslung my fowling piece.

			The little chemist cautiously felt the edges of the shot-hole, first with his middle finger, and then with his thumb.

			“Let me see the skull again,” said I.

			Max Fortin picked it up from the sod.

			“It’s like all the others,” he repeated, wiping his glasses on his handkerchief. “I thought you might care to see one of the skulls, so I brought this over from the gravel pit. The men from Bannalec are digging yet. They ought to stop.”

			“How many skulls are there altogether?” I inquired.

			“They found thirty-eight skulls; there are thirty-nine noted in the list. They lie piled up in the gravel pit on the edge of Le Bihan’s wheat field. The men are at work yet. Le Bihan is going to stop them.”

			“Let’s go over,” said I; and I picked up my gun and started across the cliffs, Portin on one side, Môme on the other.

			“Who has the list?” I asked, lighting my pipe. “You say there is a list?”

			“The list was found rolled up in a brass cylinder,” said the chemist. He added: “You should not smoke here. You know that if a single spark drifted into the wheat –”

			“Ah, but I have a cover to my pipe,” said I, smiling.

			Fortin watched me as I closed the pepper-box arrangement over the glowing bowl of the pipe. Then he continued:

			“The list was made out on thick yellow paper; the brass tube has preserved it. It is as fresh today as it was in 1760. You shall see it.”

			“Is that the date?”

			“The list is dated ‘April, 1760.’ The Brigadier Durand has it. It is not written in French.”

			“Not written in French!” I exclaimed.

			“No,” replied Fortin solemnly, “it is written in Breton.”

			“But,” I protested, “the Breton language was never written or printed in 1760.”

			“Except by priests,” said the chemist.

			“I have heard of but one priest who ever wrote the Breton language,” I began.

			Fortin stole a glance at my face.

			“You mean – the Black Priest?” he asked.

			I nodded.

			Fortin opened his mouth to speak again, hesitated, and finally shut his teeth obstinately over the wheat stem that he was chewing.

			“And the Black Priest?” I suggested encouragingly. But I knew it was useless; for it is easier to move the stars from their courses than to make an obstinate Breton talk. We walked on for a minute or two in silence.

			“Where is the Brigadier Durand?” I asked, motioning Môme to come out of the wheat, which he was trampling as though it were heather. As I spoke we came in sight of the farther edge of the wheat field and the dark, wet mass of cliffs beyond.

			“Durand is down there – you can see him; he stands just behind the mayor of St. Gildas.”

			“I see,” said I; and we struck straight down, following a sun-baked cattle path across the heather.

			When we reached the edge of the wheat field, Le Bihan, the mayor of St. Gildas, called to me, and I tucked my gun under my arm and skirted the wheat to where he stood.

			“Thirty-eight skulls,” he said in his thin, high-pitched voice; “there is but one more, and I am opposed to further search. I suppose Fortin told you?”

			I shook hands with him, and returned the salute of the Brigadier Durand.

			“I am opposed to further search,” repeated Le Bihan, nervously picking at the mass of silver buttons which covered the front of his velvet and broadcloth jacket like a breastplate of scale armor.

			Durand pursed up his lips, twisted his tremendous mustache, and hooked his thumbs in his saber belt.

			“As for me,” he said, “I am in favor of further search.”

			“Further search for what – for the thirty-ninth skull?” I asked.

			Le Bihan nodded. Durand frowned at the sunlit sea, rocking like a bowl of molten gold from the cliffs to the horizon. I followed his eyes. On the dark glistening cliffs, silhouetted against the glare of the sea, sat a cormorant, black, motionless, its horrible head raised toward heaven.

			“Where is that list, Durand?” I asked.

			The gendarme rummaged in his despatch pouch and produced a brass cylinder about a foot long. Very gravely he unscrewed the head and dumped out a scroll of thick yellow paper closely covered with writing on both sides. At a nod from Le Bihan he handed me the scroll. But I could make nothing of the coarse writing, now faded to a dull brown.

			“Come, come, Le Bihan,” I said impatiently, “translate it, won’t you? You and Max Fortin make a lot of mystery out of nothing, it seems.”

			Le Bihan went to the edge of the pit where the three Bannalec men were digging, gave an order or two in Breton, and turned to me.

			As I came to the edge of the pit the Bannalec men were removing a square piece of sailcloth from what appeared to be a pile of cobblestones.

			“Look!” said Le Bihan shrilly. I looked. The pile below was a heap of skulls. After a moment I clambered down the gravel sides of the pit and walked over to the men of Bannalec. They saluted me gravely, leaning on their picks and shovels, and wiping their sweating faces with sunburned hands.

			“How many?” said I in Breton.

			“Thirty-eight,” they replied.

			I glanced around. Beyond the heap of skulls lay two piles of human bones. Beside these was a mound of broken, rusted bits of iron and steel. Looking closer, I saw that this mound was composed of rusty bayonets, saber blades, scythe blades, with here and there a tarnished buckle attached to a bit of leather hard as iron.

			I picked up a couple of buttons and a belt plate. The buttons bore the royal arms of England; the belt plate was emblazoned with the English arms and also with the number “27.”

			“I have heard my grandfather speak of the terrible English regiment, the 27th Foot, which landed and stormed the fort up there,” said one of the Bannalec men.

			“Oh!” said I; “then these are the bones of English soldiers?”

			“Yes,” said the men of Bannalec.

			Le Bihan was calling to me from the edge of the pit above, and I handed the belt plate and buttons to the men and climbed the side of the excavation.

			“Well,” said I, trying to prevent Môme from leaping up and licking my face as I emerged from the pit, “I suppose you know what these bones are. What are you going to do with them?”

			“There was a man,” said Le Bihan angrily, “an Englishman, who passed here in a dog-cart on his way to Quimper about an hour ago, and what do you suppose he wished to do?”

			“Buy the relics?” I asked, smiling.

			“Exactly – the pig!” piped the mayor of St. Gildas. “Jean Marie Tregunc, who found the bones, was standing there where Max Fortin stands, and do you know what he answered? He spat upon the ground, and said: ‘Pig of an Englishman, do you take me for a desecrator of graves?’“

			I knew Tregunc, a sober, blue-eyed Breton, who lived from one year’s end to the other without being able to afford a single bit of meat for a meal.

			“How much did the Englishman offer Tregunc?” I asked.

			“Two hundred francs for the skulls alone.”

			I thought of the relic hunters and the relic buyers on the battlefields of our civil war.

			“Seventeen hundred and sixty is long ago,” I said.

			“Respect for the dead can never die,” said Fortin.

			“And the English soldiers came here to kill your fathers and burn your homes,” I continued.

			“They were murderers and thieves, but – they are dead,” said Tregunc, coming up from the beach below, his long sea rake balanced on his dripping jersey.

			“How much do you earn every year, Jean Marie?” I asked, turning to shake hands with him.

			“Two hundred and twenty francs, monsieur.”

			“Forty-five dollars a year,” I said. “Bah! you are worth more, Jean. Will you take care of my garden for me? My wife wished me to ask you. I think it would be worth one hundred francs a month to you and to me. Come on, Le Bihan – come along, Fortin – and you, Durand. I want somebody to translate that list into French for me.”

			Tregunc stood gazing at me, his blue eyes dilated.

			“You may begin at once,” I said, smiling, “if the salary suits you?”

			“It suits,” said Tregunc, fumbling for his pipe in a silly way that annoyed Le Bihan.

			“Then go and begin your work,” cried the mayor impatiently; and Tregunc started across the moors toward St. Gildas, taking off his velvet-ribboned cap to me and gripping his sea rake very hard.

			“You offer him more than my salary,” said the mayor, after a moment’s contemplation of his silver buttons.

			“Pooh!” said I, “what do you do for your salary except play dominoes with Max Portin at the Groix Inn?”

			Le Bihan turned red, but Durand rattled his saber and winked at Max Fortin, and I slipped my arm through the arm of the sulky magistrate, laughing.

			“There’s a shady spot under the cliff,” I said; “come on, Le Bihan, and read me what is in the scroll.”

			In a few moments we reached the shadow of the cliff, and I threw myself upon the turf, chin on hand, to listen.

			The gendarme, Durand, also sat down, twisting his mustache into needlelike points. Fortin leaned against the cliff, polishing his glasses and examining us with vague, near-sighted eyes; and Le Bihan, the mayor, planted himself in our midst, rolling up the scroll and tucking it under his arm.

			“First of all,” he began in a shrill voice, “I am going to light my pipe, and while lighting it I shall tell you what I have heard about the attack on the fort yonder. My father told me; his father told him.”

			He jerked his head in the direction of the ruined fort, a small, square stone structure on the sea cliff, now nothing but crumbling walls. Then he slowly produced a tobacco pouch, a bit of flint and tinder, and a long-stemmed pipe fitted with a microscopical bowl of baked clay. To fill such a pipe requires ten minutes’ close attention. To smoke it to a finish takes but four puffs. It is very Breton, this Breton pipe. It is the crystallization of everything Breton.

			“Go on,” said I, lighting a cigarette.

			“The fort,” said the mayor, “was built by Louis XIV, and was dismantled twice by the English. Louis XV restored it in 1730. In 1760 it was carried by assault by the English. They came across from the island of Groix – three shiploads, and they stormed the fort and sacked St. Julien yonder, and they started to burn St. Gildas – you can see the marks of their bullets on my house yet; but the men of Bannalec and the men of Lorient fell upon them with pike and scythe and blunderbuss, and those who did not run away lie there below in the gravel pit now – thirty-eight of them.”

			“And the thirty-ninth skull?” I asked, finishing my cigarette.

			The mayor had succeeded in filling his pipe, and now he began to put his tobacco pouch away.

			“The thirty-ninth skull,” he mumbled, holding the pipe stem between his defective teeth – “the thirty-ninth skull is no business of mine. I have told the Bannalec men to cease digging.”

			“But what is – whose is the missing skull?” I persisted curiously.

			The mayor was busy trying to strike a spark to his tinder. Presently he set it aglow, applied it to his pipe, took the prescribed four puffs, knocked the ashes out of the bowl, and gravely replaced the pipe in his pocket.

			“The missing skull?” he asked.

			“Yes,” said I, impatiently.

			The mayor slowly unrolled the scroll and began to read, translating from the Breton into French. And this is what he read:

			“On the Cliffs of St. Gildas, April 13, 1760.

			“On this day, by order of the Count of Soisic, general in chief of the Breton forces now lying in Kerselec Forest, the bodies of thirty-eight English soldiers of the 27th, 50th, and 72nd regiments of Foot were buried in this spot, together with their arms and equipments.”

			The mayor paused and glanced at me reflectively.

			“Go on, Le Bihan,” I said.

			“With them,” continued the mayor, turning the scroll and reading on the other side, “was buried the body of that vile traitor who betrayed the fort to the English. The manner of his death was as follows: By order of the most noble Count of Soisic, the traitor was first branded upon the forehead with the brand of an arrowhead. The iron burned through the flesh and was pressed heavily so that the brand should even burn into the bone of the skull. The traitor was then led out and bidden to kneel. He admitted having guided the English from the island of Groix. Although a priest and a Frenchman, he had violated his priestly office to aid him in discovering the password to the fort. This password he extorted during confession from a young Breton girl who was in the habit of rowing across from the island of Groix to visit her husband in the fort. When the fort fell, this young girl, crazed by the death of her husband, sought the Count of Soisic and told how the priest had forced her to confess to him all she knew about the fort. The priest was arrested at St. Gildas as he was about to cross the river to Lorient. When arrested he cursed the girl, Marie Trevec –”

			“What!” I exclaimed, “Marie Trevec!”

			“Marie Trevec,” repeated Le Bihan; “the priest cursed Marie Trevec, and all her family and descendants. He was shot as he knelt, having a mask of leather over his face, because the Bretons who composed the squad of execution refused to fire at a priest unless his face was concealed. The priest was l’Abbé Sorgue, commonly known as the Black Priest on account of his dark face and swarthy eyebrows. He was buried with a stake through his heart.”

			Le Bihan paused, hesitated, looked at me, and handed the manuscript back to Durand. The gendarme took it and slipped it into the brass cylinder.

			“So,” said I, “the thirty-ninth skull is the skull of the Black Priest.”

			“Yes,” said Fortin. “I hope they won’t find it.”

			“I have forbidden them to proceed,” said the mayor querulously. “You heard me, Max Fortin.”

			I rose and picked up my gun. Môme came and pushed his head into my hand.

			“That’s a fine dog,” observed Durand, also rising.

			“Why don’t you wish to find his skull?” I asked Le Bihan. “It would be curious to see whether the arrow brand really burned into the bone.”

			“There is something in that scroll that I didn’t read to you,” said the mayor grimly. “Do you wish to know what it is?”

			“Of course,” I replied in surprise.

			“Give me the scroll again, Durand,” he said; then he read from the bottom: “I, l’Abbé Sorgue, forced to write the above by my executioners, have written it in my own blood; and with it I leave my curse. My curse on St. Gildas, on Marie Trevec, and on her descendants. I will come back to St. Gildas when my remains are disturbed. Woe to that Englishman whom my branded skull shall touch!”

			“What rot!” I said. “Do you believe it was really written in his own blood?”

			“I am going to test it,” said Fortin, “at the request of Monsieur le Maire. I am not anxious for the job, however.”

			“See,” said Le Bihan, holding out the scroll to me, “it is signed, ‘L’Abbé Sorgue.’”

			I glanced curiously over the paper.

			“It must be the Black Priest,” I said. “He was the only man who wrote in the Breton language. This is a wonderfully interesting discovery, for now, at last, the mystery of the Black Priest’s disappearance is cleared up. You will, of course, send this scroll to Paris, Le Bihan?”

			“No,” said the mayor obstinately, “it shall be buried in the pit below where the rest of the Black Priest lies.”

			I looked at him and recognized that argument would be useless. But still I said, “It will be a loss to history, Monsieur Le Bihan.”

			“All the worse for history, then,” said the enlightened Mayor of St. Gildas.

			We had sauntered back to the gravel pit while speaking. The men of Bannalec were carrying the bones of the English soldiers toward the St. Gildas cemetery, on the cliffs to the east, where already a knot of white-coiffed women stood in attitudes of prayer; and I saw the somber robe of a priest among the crosses of the little graveyard.

			“They were thieves and assassins; they are dead now,” muttered Max Fortin.

			“Respect the dead,” repeated the Mayor of St. Gildas, looking after the Bannalec men.

			“It was written in that scroll that Marie Trevec, of Groix Island, was cursed by the priest – she and her descendants,” I said, touching Le Bihan on the arm. “There was a Marie Trevec who married an Yves Trevec of St. Gildas –”

			“It is the same,” said Le Bihan, looking at me obliquely.

			“Oh!” said I; “then they were ancestors of my wife.”

			“Do you fear the curse?” asked Le Bihan.

			“What?” I laughed.

			“There was the case of the Purple Emperor,” said Max Fortin timidly.

			Startled for a moment, I faced him, then shrugged my shoulders and kicked at a smooth bit of rock which lay near the edge of the pit, almost embedded in gravel.

			“Do you suppose the Purple-Emperor drank himself crazy because he was descended from Marie Trevec?” I asked contemptuously.

			“Of course not,” said Max Fortin hastily.

			“Of course not,” piped the mayor. “I only – Hello! what’s that you’re kicking?”

			“What?” said I, glancing down, at the same time involuntarily giving another kick. The smooth bit of rock dislodged itself and rolled out of the loosened gravel at my feet.

			“The thirty-ninth skull!” I exclaimed. “By jingo, it’s the noddle of the Black Priest! See! there is the arrowhead branded on the front!”

			The mayor stepped back. Max Fortin also retreated. There was a pause, during which I looked at them, and they looked anywhere but at me.

			“I don’t like it,” said the mayor at last, in a husky, high voice. “I don’t like it! The scroll says he will come back to St. Gildas when his remains are disturbed. I – I don’t like it, Monsieur Darrel –”

			“Bosh!” said I; “the poor wicked devil is where he can’t get out. For Heaven’s sake, Le Bihan, what is this stuff you are talking in the year of grace 1896?”

			The mayor gave me a look.

			“And he says ‘Englishman.’ You are an Englishman, Monsieur Darrel,” he announced.

			“You know better. You know I’m an American.”

			“It’s all the same,” said the Mayor of St. Gildas, obstinately.

			“No, it isn’t!” I answered, much exasperated, and deliberately pushed the skull till it rolled into the bottom of the gravel pit below.

			“Cover it up,” said I; “bury the scroll with it too, if you insist, but I think you ought to send it to Paris. Don’t look so gloomy, Fortin, unless you believe in werewolves and ghosts. Hey! what the – what the devil’s the matter with you, anyway? What are you staring at, Le Bihan?”

			“Come, come,” muttered the mayor in a low, tremulous voice, “it’s time we got out of this. Did you see? Did you see, Fortin?”

			“I saw,” whispered Max Fortin, pallid with fright.

			The two men were almost running across the sunny pasture now, and I hastened after them, demanding to know what was the matter.

			“Matter!” chattered the mayor, gasping with exasperation and terror. “The skull is rolling uphill again,” and he burst into a terrified gallop, Max Fortin followed close behind.

			I watched them stampeding across the pasture, then turned toward the gravel pit, mystified, incredulous. The skull was lying on the edge of the pit, exactly where it had been before I pushed it over the edge. For a second I stared at it; a singular chilly feeling crept up my spinal column, and I turned and walked away, sweat starting from the root of every hair on my head. Before I had gone twenty paces the absurdity of the whole thing struck me. I halted, hot with shame and annoyance, and retraced my steps.

			There lay the skull.

			“I rolled a stone down instead of the skull,” I muttered to myself. Then with the butt of my gun I pushed the skull over the edge of the pit and watched it roll to the bottom; and as it struck the bottom of the pit, Môme, my dog, suddenly whipped his tail between his legs, whimpered, and made off across the moor.

			“Môme!” I shouted, angry and astonished; but the dog only fled the faster, and I ceased calling from sheer surprise.

			“What the mischief is the matter with that dog!” I thought. He had never before played me such a trick.

			Mechanically I glanced into the pit, but I could not see the skull. I looked down. The skull lay at my feet again, touching them.

			“Good heavens!” I stammered, and struck at it blindly with my gunstock. The ghastly thing flew into the air, whirling over and over, and rolled again down the sides of the pit to the bottom. Breathlessly I stared at it, then, confused and scarcely comprehending, I stepped back from the pit, still facing it, one, ten, twenty paces, my eyes almost starting from my head, as though I expected to see the thing roll up from the bottom of the pit under my very gaze. At last I turned my back to the pit and strode out across the gorse-covered moorland toward my home. As I reached the road that winds from St. Gildas to St. Julien I gave one hasty glance at the pit over my shoulder. The sun shone hot on the sod about the excavation. There was something white and bare and round on the turf at the edge of the pit. It might have been a stone; there were plenty of them lying about.

			II

			When I entered my garden I saw Môme sprawling on the stone doorstep. He eyed me sideways and flopped his tail.

			“Are you not mortified, you idiot dog?” I said, looking about the upper windows for Lys.

			Môme rolled over on his back and raised one deprecating forepaw, as though to ward off calamity.

			“Don’t act as though I was in the habit of beating you to death,” I said, disgusted. I had never in my life raised whip to the brute. “But you are a fool dog,” I continued. “No, you needn’t come to be babied and wept over; Lys can do that, if she insists, but I am ashamed of you, and you can go to the devil.”

			Môme slunk off into the house, and I followed, mounting directly to my wife’s boudoir. It was empty.

			“Where has she gone?” I said, looking hard at Môme, who had followed me. “Oh! I see you don’t know. Don’t pretend you do. Come off that lounge! Do you think Lys wants tan-colored hairs all over her lounge?”

			I rang the bell for Catherine and ’Fine, but they didn’t know where “madame” had gone; so I went into my room, bathed, exchanged my somewhat grimy shooting clothes for a suit of warm, soft knickerbockers, and, after lingering some extra moments over my toilet – for I was particular, now that I had married Lys – I went down to the garden and took a chair out under the fig-trees.

			“Where can she be?” I wondered. Môme came sneaking out to be comforted, and I forgave him for Lys’s sake, whereupon he frisked.

			“You bounding cur,” said I, “now what on earth started you off across the moor? If you do it again I’ll push you along with a charge of dust shot.”

			As yet I had scarcely dared think about the ghastly hallucination of which I had been a victim, but now I faced it squarely, flushing a little with mortification at the thought of my hasty retreat from the gravel pit.

			“To think,” I said aloud, “that those old woman’s tales of Max Fortin and Le Bihan should have actually made me see what didn’t exist at all! I lost my nerve like a schoolboy in a dark bedroom.” For I knew now that I had mistaken a round stone for a skull each time, and had pushed a couple of big pebbles into the pit instead of the skull itself.

			“By jingo!” said I, “I’m nervous; my liver must be in a devil of a condition if I see such things when I’m awake! Lys will know what to give me.”

			I felt mortified and irritated and sulky, and thought disgustedly of Le Bihan and Max Fortin.

			But after a while I ceased speculating, dismissed the mayor, the chemist, and the skull from my mind, and smoked pensively, watching the sun low dipping in the western ocean. As the twilight fell for a moment over ocean and moorland, a wistful, restless happiness filled my heart, the happiness that all men know – all men who have loved.

			Slowly the purple mist crept out over the sea; the cliffs darkened; the forest was shrouded.

			Suddenly the sky above burned with the afterglow, and the world was alight again.

			Cloud after cloud caught the rose dye; the cliffs were tinted with it; moor and pasture, heather and forest burned and pulsated with the gentle flush. I saw the gulls turning and tossing above the sand bar, their snowy wings tipped with pink; I saw the sea swallows sheering the surface of the still river, stained to its placid depths with warm reflections of the clouds. The twitter of drowsy hedge birds broke out in the stillness; a salmon rolled its shining side above tidewater.

			The interminable monotone of the ocean intensified the silence. I sat motionless, holding my breath as one who listens to the first low rumor of an organ. All at once the pure whistle of a nightingale cut the silence, and the first moonbeam silvered the wastes of mist-hung waters.

			I raised my head.

			Lys stood before me in the garden.

			When we had kissed each other, we linked arms and moved up and down the gravel walks, watching the moonbeams sparkle on the sand bar as the tide ebbed and ebbed. The broad beds of white pinks about us were atremble with hovering white moths; the October roses hung all abloom, perfuming the salt wind.

			“Sweetheart,” I said, “where is Yvonne? Has she promised to spend Christmas with us?”

			“Yes, Dick; she drove me down from Plougat this afternoon. She sent her love to you. I am not jealous. What did you shoot?”

			“A hare and four partridges. They are in the gun room. I told Catherine not to touch them until you had seen them.”

			Now I suppose I knew that Lys could not be particularly enthusiastic over game or guns; but she pretended she was, and always scornfully denied that it was for my sake and not for the pure love of sport. So she dragged me off to inspect the rather meager game bag, and she paid me pretty compliments, and gave a little cry of delight and pity as I lifted the enormous hare out of the sack by his ears.

			“He’ll eat no more of our lettuce,” I said attempting to justify the assassination.

			“Unhappy little bunny – and what a beauty! O Dick, you are a splendid shot, are you not?”

			I evaded the question and hauled out a partridge.

			“Poor little dead things,” said Lys in a whisper; “it seems a pity – doesn’t it, Dick? But then you are so clever –”

			“We’ll have them broiled,” I said guardedly, “tell Catherine.”

			Catherine came in to take away the game, and presently ’Fine Lelocard, Lys’s maid, announced dinner, and Lys tripped away to her boudoir.

			I stood an instant contemplating her blissfully, thinking, “My boy, you’re the happiest fellow in the world – you’re in love with your wife.”

			I walked into the dining-room, beamed at the plates, walked out again; met Tregunc in the hallway, beamed on him; glanced into the kitchen, beamed at Catherine, and went upstairs, still beaming.

			Before I could knock at Lys’s door it opened, and Lys came hastily out. When she saw me she gave a little cry of relief, and nestled close to my breast.

			“There is something peering in at my window,” she said.

			“What!” I cried angrily.

			“A man, I think, disguised as a priest, and he has a mask on. He must have climbed up by the bay tree.”

			I was down the stairs and out of doors in no time. The moonlit garden was absolutely deserted. Tregunc came up, and together we searched the hedge and shrubbery around the house and out to the road.

			“Jean Marie,” said I at length, “loose my bulldog – he knows you – and take your supper on the porch where you can watch. My wife says the fellow is disguised as a priest, and wears a mask.”

			Tregunc showed his white teeth in a smile. “He will not care to venture in here again, I think, Monsieur Darrel.”

			I went back and found Lys seated quietly at the table.

			“The soup is ready, dear,” she said. “Don’t worry; it was only some foolish lout from Bannalec. No one in St. Gildas or St. Julien would do such a thing.”

			I was too much exasperated to reply at first, but Lys treated it as a stupid joke, and after a while I began to look at it in that light.

			Lys told me about Yvonne, and reminded me of my promise to have Herbert Stuart down to meet her.

			“You wicked diplomat!” I protested. “Herbert is in Paris, and hard at work for the Salon.”

			“Don’t you think he might spare a week to flirt with the prettiest girl in Finistère?” inquired Lys innocently.

			“Prettiest girl! Not much!” I said.

			“Who is, then?” urged Lys.

			I laughed a trifle sheepishly.

			“I suppose you mean me, Dick,” said Lys, coloring up.

			“Now I bore you, don’t I?”

			“Bore me? Ah, no, Dick.”

			After coffee and cigarettes were served I spoke about Tregunc, and Lys approved.

			“Poor Jean! He will be glad, won’t he? What a dear fellow you are!”

			“Nonsense,” said I; “we need a gardener; you said so yourself, Lys.”

			But Lys leaned over and kissed me, and then bent down and hugged Môme – who whistled through his nose in sentimental appreciation.

			“I am a very happy woman,” said Lys.

			“Môme was a very bad dog today,” I observed.

			“Poor Môme!” said Lys, smiling.

			When dinner was over and Môme lay snoring before the blaze – for the October nights are often chilly in Finistère – Lys curled up in the chimney corner with her embroidery, and gave me a swift glance from under her dropping lashes.

			“You look like a schoolgirl, Lys,” I said teasingly. “I don’t believe you are sixteen yet.”

			She pushed back her heavy burnished hair thoughtfully. Her wrist was as white as surf foam.

			“Have we been married four years? I don’t believe it,” I said.

			She gave me another swift glance and touched the embroidery on her knee, smiling faintly.

			“I see,” said I, also smiling at the embroidered garment. “Do you think it will fit?”

			“Fit?” repeated Lys. Then she laughed.

			“And,” I persisted, “are you perfectly sure that you – er – we shall need it?”

			“Perfectly,” said Lys. A delicate color touched her cheeks and neck. She held up the little garment, all fluffy with misty lace and wrought with quaint embroidery.

			“It is very gorgeous,” said I; “don’t use your eyes too much, dearest. May I smoke a pipe?”

			“Of course,” she said selecting a skein of pale blue silk.

			For a while I sat and smoked in silence, watching her slender fingers among the tinted silks and thread of gold.

			Presently she spoke: “What did you say your crest is, Dick?”

			“My crest? Oh, something or other rampant on a something or other –”

			“Dick!”

			“Dearest?”

			“Don’t be flippant.”

			“But I really forget. It’s an ordinary crest; everybody in New York has them. No family should be without ’em.”

			“You are disagreeable, Dick. Send Josephine upstairs for my album.”

			“Are you going to put that crest on the – the – whatever it is?”

			“I am; and my own crest, too.”

			I thought of the Purple Emperor and wondered a little.

			“You didn’t know I had one, did you?” she smiled.

			“What is it?” I replied evasively.

			“You shall see. Ring for Josephine.”

			I rang, and, when ’Fine appeared, Lys gave her some orders in a low voice, and Josephine trotted away, bobbing her white-coiffed head with a “Bien, Madame!”

			After a few minutes she returned, bearing a tattered, musty volume, from which the gold and blue had mostly disappeared.

			I took the book in my hands and examined the ancient emblazoned covers.

			“Lilies!” I exclaimed.

			“Fleur-de-lis,” said my wife demurely.

			“Oh!” said I, astonished, and opened the book.

			“You have never before seen this book?” asked Lys, with a touch of malice in her eyes.

			“You know I haven’t. Hello! What’s this? Oho! So there should be a de before Trevec? Lys de Trevec? Then why in the world did the Purple Emperor –”

			“Dick!” cried Lys.

			“All right,” said I. “Shall I read about the Sieur de Trevec who rode to Saladin’s tent alone to seek for medicine for St. Louise? Or shall I read about – what is it? Oh, here it is, all down in black and white – about the Marquis de Trevec who drowned himself before Alva’s eyes rather than surrender the banner of the fleur-de-lis to Spain? It’s all written here. But, dear, how about that soldier named Trevec who was killed in the old fort on the cliff yonder?”

			“He dropped the de, and the Trevecs since then have been Republicans,” said Lys – “all except me.”

			“That’s quite right,” said I; “it is time that we Republicans should agree upon some feudal system. My dear, I drink to the king!” and I raised my wine glass and looked at Lys.

			“To the king,” said Lys, flushing. She smoothed out the tiny garment on her knees; she touched the glass with her lips; her eyes were very sweet. I drained the glass to the king.

			After a silence I said: “I will tell the king stories. His majesty shall be amused.”

			“His majesty,” repeated Lys softly.

			“Or hers,” I laughed. “Who knows?”

			“Who knows?” murmured Lys; with a gentle sigh.

			“I know some stories about Jack the Giant-Killer,” I announced. “Do you, Lys?”

			“I? No, not about a giant-killer, but I know all about the werewolf, and Jeanne-la-Flamme, and the Man in Purple Tatters, and – O dear me, I know lots more.”

			“You are very wise,” said I. “I shall teach his majesty English.”

			“And I Breton,” cried Lys jealously.

			“I shall bring playthings to the king,” said I – “big green lizards from the gorse, little gray mullets to swim in glass globes, baby rabbits from the forest of Kerselec –”

			“And I,” said Lys, “will bring the first primrose, the first branch of aubépine, the first jonquil, to the king – my king.”

			“Our king,” said I; and there was peace in Finistère.

			I lay back, idly turning the leaves of the curious old volume.

			“I am looking,” said I, “for the crest.”

			“The crest, dear? It is a priest’s head with an arrow-shaped mark on the forehead, on a field –”

			I sat up and stared at my wife.

			“Dick, whatever is the matter?” she smiled. “The story is there in that book. Do you care to read it? No? Shall I tell it to you? Well, then: It happened in the third crusade. There was a monk whom men called the Black Priest. He turned apostate, and sold himself to the enemies of Christ. A Sieur de Trevec burst into the Saracen camp, at the head of only one hundred lances, and carried the Black Priest away out of the very midst of their army.”

			“So that is how you come by the crest,” I said quietly; but I thought of the branded skull in the gravel pit, and wondered.

			“Yes,” said Lys. “The Sieur de Trevec cut the Black Priest’s head off, but first he branded him with an arrow mark on the forehead. The book says it was a pious action, and the Sieur de Trevec got great merit by it. But I think it was cruel, the branding,” she sighed.

			“Did you ever hear of any other Black Priest?”

			“Yes. There was one in the last century, here in St. Gildas. He cast a white shadow in the sun. He wrote in the Breton language. Chronicles, too, I believe. I never saw them. His name was the same as that of the old chronicler, and of the other priest, Jacques Sorgue. Some said he was a lineal descendant of the traitor. Of course the first Black Priest was bad enough for anything. But if he did have a child, it need not have been the ancestor of the last Jacques Sorgue. They say he was so good he was not allowed to die, but was caught up to heaven one day,” added Lys, with believing eyes.

			I smiled.

			“But he disappeared,” persisted Lys.

			“I’m afraid his journey was in another direction,” I said jestingly, and thoughtlessly told her the story of the morning. I had utterly forgotten the masked man at her window, but before I finished I remembered him fast enough, and realized what I had done as I saw her face whiten.

			“Lys,” I urged tenderly, “that was only some clumsy clown’s trick. You said so yourself. You are not superstitious, my dear?”

			Her eyes were on mine. She slowly drew the little gold cross from her bosom and kissed it. But her lips trembled as they pressed the symbol of faith.

			III

			About nine o’clock the next morning I walked into the Groix Inn and sat down at the long discolored oaken table, nodding good-day to Marianne Bruyere, who in turn bobbed her white coiffe at me.

			“My clever Bannalec maid,” said I, “what is good for a stirrup-cup at the Groix Inn?”

			“Schist?” she inquired in Breton.

			“With a dash of red wine, then,” I replied.

			She brought the delicious Quimperlé cider, and I poured a little Bordeaux into it. Marianne watched me with laughing black eyes.

			“What makes your cheeks so red, Marianne?” I asked. “Has Jean Marie been here?”

			“We are to be married, Monsieur Darrel,” she laughed.

			“Ah! Since when has Jean Marie Tregunc lost his head?”

			“His head? Oh, Monsieur Darrel – his heart, you mean!”

			“So I do,” said I. “Jean Marie is a practical fellow.”

			“It is all due to your kindness –” began the girl, but I raised my hand and held up the glass.

			“It’s due to himself. To your happiness, Marianne”; and I took a hearty draught of the schist. “Now,” said I, “tell me where I can find Le Bihan and Max Fortin.”

			“Monsieur Le Bihan and Monsieur Fortin are above in the broad room. I believe they are examining the Red Admiral’s effects.”

			“To send them to Paris? Oh, I know. May I go up, Marianne?”

			“And God go with you,” smiled the girl.

			When I knocked at the door of the broad room above little Max Fortin opened it. Dust covered his spectacles and nose; his hat, with the tiny velvet ribbons fluttering, was all awry.

			“Come in, Monsieur Darrel,” he said; “the mayor and I are packing up the effects of the Purple Emperor and of the poor Red Admiral.”

			“The collections?” I asked, entering the room. “You must be very careful in packing those butterfly cases; the slightest jar might break wings and antennas, you know.”

			Le Bihan shook hands with me and pointed to the great pile of boxes.

			“They’re all cork lined,” he said, “but Fortin and I are putting felt around each box. The Entomological Society of Paris pays the freight.”

			The combined collection of the Red Admiral and the Purple Emperor made a magnificent display.

			I lifted and inspected case after case set with gorgeous butterflies and moths, each specimen carefully labeled with the name in Latin. There were cases filled with crimson tiger moths all aflame with color; cases devoted to the common yellow butterflies; symphonies in orange and pale yellow; cases of soft gray and dun-colored sphinx moths; and cases of grayish nettle-bed butterflies of the numerous family of Vanessa.

			All alone in a great case by itself was pinned the purple emperor, the Apatura Iris, that fatal specimen that had given the Purple Emperor his name and quietus.

			I remembered the butterfly, and stood looking at it with bent eyebrows.

			Le Bihan glanced up from the floor where he was nailing down the lid of a box full of cases.

			“It is settled, then,” said he, “that madame, your wife, gives the Purple Emperor’s entire Collection to the city of Paris?”

			I nodded.

			“Without accepting anything for it?”

			“It is a gift,” I said.

			“Including the purple emperor there in the case? That butterfly is worth a great deal of money,” persisted Le Bihan.

			“You don’t suppose that we would wish to sell that specimen, do you?” I answered a trifle sharply.

			“If I were you I should destroy it,” said the mayor in his high-pitched voice.

			“That would be nonsense,” said I, “like your burying the brass cylinder and scroll yesterday.”

			“It was not nonsense,” said Le Bihan doggedly, “and I should prefer not to discuss the subject of the scroll.”

			I looked at Max Portin, who immediately avoided my eyes.

			“You are a pair of superstitious old women,” said I, digging my hands into my pockets; “you swallow every nursery tale that is invented.”

			“What of it?” said Le Bihan sulkily; “there’s more truth than lies in most of ’em.”

			“Oh!” I sneered, “does the Mayor of St. Gildas and St. Julien believe in the loup-garou?”

			“No, not in the loup-garou.”

			“In what, then – Jeanne-la-Flamme?”

			“That,” said Le Bihan with conviction, “is history.”

			“The devil it is!” said I; “and perhaps, Monsieur the mayor, your faith in giants is unimpaired?”

			“There were giants – everybody knows it,” growled Max Fortin.

			“And you a chemist!” I observed scornfully.

			“Listen, Monsieur Darrel,” squeaked Le Bihan; “you know yourself that the Purple Emperor was a scientific man. Now suppose I should tell you that he always refused to include in his collection a Death’s Messenger?”

			“A what?” I exclaimed.

			“You know what I mean – that moth that flies by night; some call it the Death’s Head, but in St. Gildas we call it ‘Death’s Messenger.’”

			“Oh!” said I, “you mean that big sphinx moth that is commonly known as the ‘death’s-head moth.’ Why the mischief should the people here call it death’s messenger?”

			“For hundreds of years it has been known as death’s messenger in St. Gildas,” said Max Fortin. “Even Froissart speaks of it in his commentaries on Jacques Sorgue’s Chronicles. The book is in your library.”

			“Sorgue? And who was Jacques Sorgue? I never read his book.”

			“Jacques Sorgue was the son of some unfrocked priest – I forget. It was during the crusades.”

			“Good Heavens!” I burst out, “I’ve been hearing of nothing but crusades and priests and death and sorcery ever since I kicked that skull into the gravel pit, and I am tired of it, I tell you frankly. One would think we lived in the dark ages. Do you know what year of our Lord it is, Le Bihan?”

			“Eighteen hundred and ninety-six,” replied the mayor.

			“And yet you two hulking men are afraid of a death’s-head moth.”

			“I don’t care to have one fly into the window,” said Max Fortin; “it means evil to the house and the people in it.”

			“God alone knows why he marked one of his creatures with a yellow death’s head on the back,” observed Le Bihan piously, “but I take it that he meant it as a warning; and I propose to profit by it,” he added triumphantly.

			“See here, Le Bihan,” I said; “by a stretch of imagination one can make out a skull on the thorax of a certain big sphinx moth. What of it?”

			“It is a bad thing to touch,” said the mayor wagging his head.

			“It squeaks when handled,” added Max Fortin.

			“Some creatures squeak all the time,” I observed, looking hard at Le Bihan.

			“Pigs,” added the mayor.

			“Yes, and asses,” I replied. “Listen, Le Bihan: do you mean to tell me that you saw that skull roll uphill yesterday?”

			The mayor shut his mouth tightly and picked up his hammer.

			“Don’t be obstinate,” I said; “I asked you a question.”

			“And I refuse to answer,” snapped Le Bihan. “Fortin saw what I saw; let him talk about it.”

			I looked searchingly at the little chemist.

			“I don’t say that I saw it actually roll up out of the pit, all by itself,” said Fortin with a shiver, “but – but then, how did it come up out of the pit, if it didn’t roll up all by itself?”

			“It didn’t come up at all; that was a yellow cobblestone that you mistook for the skull again,” I replied. “You were nervous, Max.”

			“A – a very curious cobblestone, Monsieur Darrel,” said Fortin.

			“I also was a victim to the same hallucination,” I continued, “and I regret to say that I took the trouble to roll two innocent cobblestones into the gravel pit, imagining each time that it was the skull I was rolling.”

			“It was,” observed Le Bihan with a morose shrug.

			“It just shows,” said I, ignoring the mayor’s remark, “how easy it is to fix up a train of coincidences so that the result seems to savor of the supernatural. Now, last night my wife imagined that she saw a priest in a mask peer in at her window –”

			Fortin and Le Bihan scrambled hastily from their knees, dropping hammer and nails.

			“W-h-a-t – what’s that?” demanded the mayor.

			I repeated what I had said. Max Fortin turned livid.

			“My God!” muttered Le Bihan, “the Black Priest is in St. Gildas!”

			“D-don’t you – you know the old prophecy?” stammered Fortin; “Froissart quotes it from Jacques Sorgue:

			“‘When the Black Priest rises from the dead,

			St. Gildas folk shall shriek in bed;

			When the Black Priest rises from his grave,

			May the good God St. Gildas save!’”

			“Aristide Le Bihan,” I said angrily, “and you, Max Fortin, I’ve got enough of this nonsense! Some foolish lout from Bannalec has been in St. Gildas playing tricks to frighten old fools like you. If you have nothing better to talk about than nursery legends I’ll wait until you come to your senses. Good-morning.” And I walked out, more disturbed than I cared to acknowledge to myself.

			The day had become misty and overcast. Heavy, wet clouds hung in the east. I heard the surf thundering against the cliffs, and the gray gulls squealed as they tossed and turned high in the sky. The tide was creeping across the river sands, higher, higher, and I saw the seaweed floating on the beach, and the lançons springing from the foam, silvery threadlike flashes in the gloom. Curlew were flying up the river in twos and threes; the timid sea swallows skimmed across the moors toward some quiet, lonely pool, safe from the coming tempest. In every hedge field birds were gathering, huddling together, twittering restlessly.

			When I reached the cliffs I sat down, resting my chin on my clenched hands. Already a vast curtain of rain, sweeping across the ocean miles away, hid the island of Groix. To the east, behind the white semaphore on the hills, black clouds crowded up over the horizon. After a little the thunder boomed, dull, distant, and slender skeins of lightning unraveled across the crest of the coming storm. Under the cliff at my feet the surf rushed foaming over the shore, and the lançons jumped and skipped and quivered until they seemed to be but the reflections of the meshed lightning.

			I turned to the east. It was raining over Groix, it was raining at Sainte Barbe,  it was raining now at the semaphore. High in the storm whirl a few gulls pitched; a nearer cloud trailed veils of rain in its wake; the sky was spattered with lightning; the thunder boomed.

			As I rose to go, a cold raindrop fell upon the back of my hand, and another, and yet another on my face. I gave a last glance at the sea, where the waves were bursting into strange white shapes that seemed to fling out menacing arms toward me. Then something moved on the cliff, something black as the black rock it clutched – a filthy cormorant, craning its hideous head at the sky.

			Slowly I plodded homeward across the somber moorland, where the gorse stems glimmered with a dull metallic green, and the heather, no longer violet and purple, hung drenched and dun-colored among the dreary rocks. The wet turf creaked under my heavy boots, the black-thorn scraped and grated against knee and elbow. Over all lay a strange light, pallid, ghastly, where the sea spray whirled across the landscape and drove into my face until it grew numb with the cold. In broad bands, rank after rank, billow on billow, the rain burst out across the endless moors, and yet there was no wind to drive it at such a pace.

			Lys stood at the door as I turned into the garden, motioning me to hasten; and then for the first time I became conscious that I was soaked to the skin.

			“However in the world did you come to stay out when such a storm threatened?” she said. “Oh, you are dripping! Go quickly and change; I have laid your warm underwear on the bed, Dick.”

			I kissed my wife, and went upstairs to change my dripping clothes for something more comfortable.

			When I returned to the morning room there was a driftwood fire on the hearth, and Lys sat in the chimney corner embroidering.

			“Catherine tells me that the fishing fleet from Lorient is out. Do you think they are in danger, dear?” asked Lys, raising her blue eyes to mine as I entered.

			“There is no wind, and there will be no sea,” said I, looking out of the window. Far across the moor I could see the black cliffs looming in the mist.

			“How it rains!” murmured Lys; “come to the fire, Dick.”

			I threw myself on the fur rug, my hands in my pockets, my head on Lys’s knees.

			“Tell me a story,” I said. “I feel like a boy of ten.”

			Lys raised a finger to her scarlet lips. I always waited for her to do that.

			“Will you be very still, then?” she said.

			“Still as death.”

			“Death,” echoed a voice, very softly.

			“Did you speak, Lys?” I asked, turning so that I could see her face.

			“No; did you, Dick?”

			“Who said ‘death’?” I asked, startled.

			“Death,” echoed a voice, softly.

			I sprang up and looked about. Lys rose too, her needles and embroidery falling to the floor. She seemed about to faint, leaning heavily on me, and I led her to the window and opened it a little way to give her air. As I did so the chain lightning split the zenith, the thunder crashed, and a sheet of rain swept into the room, driving with it something that fluttered – something that flapped, and squeaked, and beat upon the rug with soft, moist wings.

			We bent over it together, Lys clinging to me, and we saw that it was a death’s-head moth drenched with rain.

			The dark day passed slowly as we sat beside the fire, hand in hand, her head against my breast, speaking of sorrow and mystery and death. For Lys believed that there were things on earth that none might understand, things that must be nameless forever and ever, until God rolls up the scroll of life and all is ended. We spoke of hope and fear and faith, and the mystery of the saints; we spoke of the beginning and the end, of the shadow of sin, of omens, and of love. The moth still lay on the floor quivering its somber wings in the warmth of the fire, the skull and ribs clearly etched upon its neck and body.

			“If it is a messenger of death to this house,” I said, “why should we fear, Lys?”

			“Death should be welcome to those who love God,” murmured Lys, and she drew the cross from her breast and kissed it.

			“The moth might die if I threw it out into the storm,” I said after a silence.

			“Let it remain,” sighed Lys.

			Late that night my wife lay sleeping, and I sat beside her bed and read in the Chronicle of Jacques Sorgue. I shaded the candle, but Lys grew restless, and finally I took the book down into the morning room, where the ashes of the fire rustled and whitened on the hearth.

			The death’s-head moth lay on the rug before the fire where I had left it. At first I thought it was dead, but when I looked closer I saw a lambent fire in its amber eyes. The straight white shadow it cast across the floor wavered as the candle flickered.

			The pages of the Chronicle of Jacques Sorgue were damp and sticky; the illuminated gold and blue initials left flakes of azure and gilt where my hand brushed them.

			“It is not paper at all; it is thin parchment,” I said to myself; and I held the discolored page close to the candle flame and read, translating laboriously:

			“I, Jacques Sorgue, saw all these things. And I saw the Black Mass celebrated in the chapel of St. Gildas-on-the-Cliff. And it was said by the Abbé Sorgue, my kinsman: for which deadly sin the apostate priest was seized by the most noble Marquis of Plougastel and by him condemned to be burned with hot irons, until his seared soul quit its body and fly to its master the devil. But when the Black Priest lay in the crypt of Plougastel, his master Satan came at night and set him free, and carried him across land and sea to Mahmoud, which is Soldan or Saladin. And I, Jacques Sorgue, traveling afterward by sea, beheld with my own eyes my kinsman, the Black Priest of St. Gildas, borne along in the air upon a vast black wing, which was the wing of his master Satan. And this was seen also by two men of the crew.”

			I turned the page. The wings of the moth on the floor began to quiver. I read on and on, my eyes blurring under the shifting candle flame. I read of battles and of saints, and I learned how the Great Soldan made his pact with Satan, and then I came to the Sieur de Trevec, and read how he seized the Black Priest in the midst of Saladin’s tents and carried him away and cut off his head first branding him on the forehead. “And before he suffered,” said the Chronicle, “he cursed the Sieur de Trevec and his descendants, and he said he would surely return to St. Gildas. ‘For the violence you do to me, I will do violence to you. For the evil I suffer at your hands, I will work evil on you and your descendants. Woe to your children, Sieur de Trevec!’” There was a whirr, a beating of strong wings, and my candle flashed up as in a sudden breeze. A humming filled the room; the great moth darted hither and thither, beating, buzzing, on ceiling and wall. I flung down my book and stepped forward. Now it lay fluttering upon the window sill, and for a moment I had it under my hand, but the thing squeaked and I shrank back. Then suddenly it darted across the candle flame; the light flared and went out, and at the same moment a shadow moved in the darkness outside. I raised my eyes to the window. A masked face was peering in at me.

			Quick as thought I whipped out my revolver and fired every cartridge, but the face advanced beyond the window, the glass melting away before it like mist, and through the smoke of my revolver I saw something creep swiftly into the room. Then I tried to cry out, but the thing was at my throat, and I fell backward among the ashes of the hearth.

			* * *

			When my eyes unclosed I was lying on the hearth, my head among the cold ashes. Slowly I got on my knees, rose painfully, and groped my way to a chair. On the floor lay my revolver, shining in the pale light of early morning. My mind clearing by degrees, I looked, shuddering, at the window. The glass was unbroken. I stooped stiffly, picked up my revolver and opened the cylinder. Every cartridge had been fired. Mechanically I closed the cylinder and placed the revolver in my pocket. The book, the Chronicles of Jacques Sorgue, lay on the table beside me, and as I started to close it I glanced at the page. It was all splashed with rain, and the lettering had run, so that the page was merely a confused blur of gold and red and black. As I stumbled toward the door I cast a fearful glance over my shoulder. The death’s-head moth crawled shivering on the rug.

			IV

			The sun was about three hours high. I must have slept, for I was aroused by the sudden gallop of horses under our window. People were shouting and calling in the road. I sprang up and opened the sash. Le Bihan was there, an image of helplessness, and Max Fortin stood beside him polishing his glasses. Some gendarmes had just arrived from Quimperlé, and I could hear them around the corner of the house, stamping, and rattling their sabers and carbines, as they led their horses into my stable.

			Lys sat up, murmuring half-sleepy, half-anxious questions.

			“I don’t know,” I answered. “I am going out to see what it means.”

			“It is like the day they came to arrest you,” Lys said, giving me a troubled look. But I kissed her and laughed at her until she smiled too. Then I flung on coat and cap and hurried down the stairs.

			The first person I saw standing in the road was the Brigadier Durand.

			“Hello!” said I, “have you come to arrest me again? What the devil is all this fuss about, anyway?”

			“We were telegraphed for an hour ago,” said Durand briskly, “and for a sufficient reason, I think. Look there, Monsieur Darrel!”

			He pointed to the ground almost under my feet.

			“Good heavens!” I cried, “where did that puddle of blood come from?”

			“That’s what I want to know, Monsieur Darrel. Max Fortin found it at daybreak. See, it’s splashed all over the grass, too. A trail of it leads into your garden, across the flower beds to your very window, the one that opens from the morning room. There is another trail leading from this spot across the road to the cliffs, then to the gravel pit, and thence across the moor to the forest of Kerselec. We are going to mount in a minute and search the bosquets. Will you join us? Bon Dieu! but the fellow bled like an ox. Max Fortin says it’s human blood, or I should not have believed it.”

			The little chemist of Quimperlé came up at that moment, rubbing his glasses with a colored handkerchief.

			“Yes, it is human blood,” he said, “but one thing puzzles me: the corpuscles are yellow. I never saw any human blood before with yellow corpuscles. But your English Doctor Thompson asserts that he has –”

			“Well, it’s human blood, anyway – isn’t it?” insisted Durand, impatiently.

			“Ye-es,” admitted Max Fortin.

			“Then it’s my business to trail it,” said the big gendarme, and he called his men and gave the order to mount.

			“Did you hear anything last night?” asked Durand of me.

			“I heard the rain. I wonder the rain did not wash away these traces.”

			“They must have come after the rain ceased. See this thick splash, how it lies over and weighs down the wet grass blades. Pah!”

			It was a heavy, evil-looking clot, and I stepped back from it, my throat closing in disgust.

			“My theory,” said the brigadier, “is this: Some of those Biribi fishermen, probably the Icelanders, got an extra glass of cognac into their hides and quarreled on the road. Some of them were slashed, and staggered to your house. But there is only one trail, and yet – and yet, how could all that blood come from only one person? Well, the wounded man, let us say, staggered first to your house and then back here, and he wandered off, drunk and dying, God knows where. That’s my theory.”

			“A very good one,” said I calmly. “And you are going to trail him?”

			“Yes.”

			“When?”

			“At once. Will you come?”

			“Not now. I’ll gallop over by-and-by. You are going to the edge of the Kerselec forest?”

			“Yes; you will hear us calling. Are you coming, Max Fortin? And you, Le Bihan? Good; take the dog-cart.”

			The big gendarme tramped around the corner to the stable and presently returned mounted on a strong gray horse, his saber shone on his saddle; his pale yellow and white facings were spotless. The little crowd of white-coiffed women with their children fell back as Durand touched spurs and clattered away followed by his two troopers. Soon after Le Bihan and Max Fortin also departed in the mayor’s dingy dog-cart.

			“Are you coming?” piped Le Bihan shrilly.

			“In a quarter of an hour,” I replied, and went back to the house.

			When I opened the door of the morning room the death’s-head moth was beating its strong wings against the window. For a second I hesitated, then walked over and opened the sash. The creature fluttered out, whirred over the flower beds a moment, then darted across the moorland toward the sea. I called the servants together and questioned them. Josephine, Catherine, Jean Marie Tregunc, not one of them had heard the slightest disturbance during the night. Then I told Jean Marie to saddle my horse, and while I was speaking Lys came down.

			“Dearest,” I began, going to her.

			“You must tell me everything you know, Dick,” she interrupted, looking me earnestly in the face.

			“But there is nothing to tell – only a drunken brawl, and someone wounded.”

			“And you are going to ride – where, Dick?”

			“Well, over to the edge of Kerselec forest. Durand and the mayor, and Max Fortin, have gone on, following a – a trail.”

			“What trail?”

			“Some blood.”

			“Where did they find it?”

			“Out in the road there.” Lys crossed herself.

			“Does it come near our house?”

			“Yes.”

			“How near?”

			“It comes up to the morning room window,” said I, giving in.

			Her hand on my arm grew heavy. “I dreamed last night –”

			“So did I –” but I thought of the empty cartridges in my revolver, and stopped.

			“I dreamed that you were in great danger, and I could not move hand or foot to save you; but you had your revolver, and I called out to you to fire –”

			“I did fire!” I cried excitedly.

			“You – you fired?”

			I took her in my arms. “My darling,” I said “something strange has happened – something that I cannot understand as yet. But, of course, there is an explanation. Last night I thought I fired at the Black Priest.”

			“Ah!” gasped Lys.

			“Is that what you dreamed?”

			“Yes, yes, that was it! I begged you to fire –”

			“And I did.”

			Her heart was beating against my breast. I held her close in silence.

			“Dick,” she said at length, “perhaps you killed the – the thing.”

			“If it was human I did not miss,” I answered grimly. “And it was human,” I went on, pulling myself together, ashamed of having so nearly gone to pieces. “Of course it was human! The whole affair is plain enough. Not a drunken brawl, as Durand thinks; it was a drunken lout’s practical joke, for which he has suffered. I suppose I must have filled him pretty full of bullets, and he has crawled away to die in Kerselec forest. It’s a terrible affair; I’m sorry I fired so hastily; but that idiot Le Bihan and Max Fortin have been working on my nerves till I am as hysterical as a schoolgirl,” I ended angrily.

			“You fired – but the window glass was not shattered,” said Lys in a low voice.

			“Well, the window was open, then. And as for the – the rest – I’ve got nervous indigestion, and a doctor will settle the Black Priest for me, Lys.”

			I glanced out of the window at Tregunc waiting with my horse at the gate.

			“Dearest, I think I had better go to join Durand and the others.”

			“I will go, too.”

			“Oh, no!”

			“Yes, Dick.”

			“Don’t, Lys.”

			“I shall suffer every moment you are away.”

			“The ride is too fatiguing, and we can’t tell what unpleasant sight you may come upon. Lys, you don’t really think there is anything supernatural in this affair?”

			“Dick,” she answered gently, “I am a Bretonne.” With both arms around my neck, my wife said, “Death is the gift of God. I do not fear it when we are together. But alone – oh, my husband, I should fear a God who could take you away from me!”

			We kissed each other soberly, simply, like two children. Then Lys hurried away to change her gown, and I paced up and down the garden waiting for her.

			She came, drawing on her slender gauntlets. I swung her into the saddle, gave a hasty order to Jean Marie, and mounted.

			Now, to quail under thoughts of terror on a morning like this, with Lys in the saddle beside me, no matter what had happened or might happen was impossible. Moreover, Môme came sneaking after us. I asked Tregunc to catch him, for I was afraid he might be brained by our horses’ hoofs if he followed, but the wily puppy dodged and bolted after Lys, who was trotting along the highroad. “Never mind,” I thought; “if he’s hit he’ll live, for he has no brains to lose.”

			Lys was waiting for me in the road beside the Shrine of Our Lady of St. Gildas when I joined her. She crossed herself, I doffed my cap, then we shook out our bridles and galloped toward the forest of Kerselec.

			We said very little as we rode. I always loved to watch Lys in the saddle. Her exquisite figure and lovely face were the incarnation of youth and grace; her curling hair glistened like threaded gold.

			Out of the corner of my eye I saw the spoiled puppy Môme come bounding cheerfully alongside, oblivious of our horses’ heels. Our road swung close to the cliffs. A filthy cormorant rose from the black rocks and flapped heavily across our path. Lys’s horse reared, but she pulled him down, and pointed at the bird with her riding crop.
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