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			It is often thought that the genres of weird fiction, fantasy, and science fiction are recent products of popular culture. It is true that these genres (as well as others, such as the detective story, the western, and the romance) came into organised existence by way of the American pulp magazines of the 1920s. But all these genres had antecedents that extended back decades if not centuries; and they also attracted the attention of some of the most acclaimed writers of their time. In his masterful study, ‘Supernatural Horror in Literature’, H.P. Lovecraft wryly notes the tendency of mainstream writers to dabble in the weird and fantastic. Cosmic fear, he wrote, ‘has always existed, and always will exist; and no better evidence of its tenacious vigour can be cited than the impulse which now and then drives writers of totally opposite leanings to try their hands at it in isolated tales, as if to discharge from their minds certain phantasmal shapes which would otherwise haunt them.’

			Many of the motifs used by the Gothic novelists of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and by later writers, were drawn from ancient European folklore. Long before the brothers Grimm codified many of these motifs in their various collections of fairy tales, beginning in 1812, writers found them full of inspiration. The German writer Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué’s novella Undine is an exquisite mingling of love and death, as it tells the delicate story of a water nymph who marries a human being. Sigmund Freud used E.T.A. Hoffmann’s enigmatic ‘The Sandman’ as a springboard for his discussion of weird fiction in his essay ‘The Uncanny’.

			In Great Britain, Sir Walter Scott drew heavily upon Scottish folklore in his several tales of ghosts and spectres, while in America Washington Irving created an imperishable modern fairy tale in ‘Rip Van Winkle’. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein may be the first true work of science fiction, but in several shorter tales she expanded on the ideas in that pioneering novel. ‘Roger Dodsworth: The Reanimated Englishman’ is an interesting mix of scientific verisimilitude and political satire.

			Edgar Allan Poe revolutionized weird fiction by restricting it to the short story and by relentlessly focusing on the psychology of fear. His ‘The Unparalleled Adventure of One Hans Pfaall’ may perhaps be a satire or parody, but it was one of several tales that laid the groundwork for the genre of science fiction. His older contemporary, Nathaniel Hawthorne, generally looked to an older tradition in his pensive tales of Puritans and moral temptation; but in ‘The Artist of the Beautiful’ he may have written the first known story of a robotic insect.

			Jules Verne became famous throughout Europe for his novels of trips to the moon or voyages under the sea. As such, he became the ultimate source for the entire genre of science fiction, and his focus on advances in technology makes him a revered ancestor to the related genre of steampunk. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle exhibited facility in several different genres. While he may be best known today for his Sherlock Holmes stories, which set the standard for detective fiction for all succeeding generations, he also worked extensively in horror fiction and even in science fiction. ‘The Horror of the Heights’ makes use of the very recent invention of the airplane to depict the bizarre terrors that hapless aviators may encounter in the mysterious realm of our atmosphere.

			The later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries might be considered a ‘golden age’ of horror and fantasy fiction, with many towering writers emerging, including the Scotsmen Robert Louis Stevenson and John Buchan. One of the most unusual was the American novelist Robert W. Chambers, whose The King in Yellow has become something of a cult classic by virtue of the fact that elements from it were cited in the first season of the popular television show True Detective. Chambers was able to work as well in ethereal fantasy as in supernatural terror, and ‘The Demoiselle d’Ys’ is a hauntingly beautiful tale about a man who is supernaturally transplanted into the mediaeval age while hunting in the Breton countryside.

			With the dawn of the pulp era, such writers as A. Merritt and Robert E. Howard were able to find many venues for their tales of fantasy. Howard is the virtual inventor of the genre of sword-and-sorcery, although some antecedents can be found in the work of William Morris and Lord Dunsany. Howard’s Conan the Cimmerian (the basis for the Conan the Barbarian films) is his most iconic creation; but in ‘Skulls in the Stars’ he has invented another memorable figure – Solomon Kane, a seventeenth-century Puritan who travels the world in search of adventure. This tale is only one of several in this book to focus on historical fantasy, a genre that has exploded in popularity in recent decades.

			Readers who only know contemporary examples of fantasy, horror, and science fiction owe it to themselves to delve into the origins of these genres in the literature of the past two centuries. They will see how these genres were shaped by the hands of some of the most distinctive writers in European literature, and they will also find that their tales, although seemingly remote from present-day concerns, offer imaginative thrills and supernatural chills rivalling the best of recent work.

			S.T. Joshi

			www.stjoshi.org

			Publisher’s Note 

			Our latest short story anthologies delve into new realms, with the topics of Swords & Steam and Dystopia Utopia. We received such a great response to our call for new submissions that choosing the final stories to include proved to be incredibly tough. Our editorial board thoroughly enjoyed discovering the multitudes of different worlds on offer – from supernatural pasts to clockwork inventions – and ultimately we feel that the stories which made the final cut were the best for our purpose. We’re delighted to publish them here.  

			In Swords & Steam we’re whisked away to historical settings and arcane escapades, with classic adventures by Walter Scott, mysterious encounters by John Buchan, and sword and sorcery grounded in our own world by the master Robert E. Howard. We also journey into steam-powered worlds, seeking the predecessors to the Steampunk genre through the pens of Jules Verne, George Griffith and Nathaniel Hawthorne. Some of these stories will be familiar, but we hope to have uncovered seldom-read gems too.
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			Little Healers

			Andrew Bourelle
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			Jessica stepped through the gate of the graveyard and began walking among the tombstones. Her breath came out in nervous bursts, white in the darkness. Her wool cape was pulled tight around her, but she still felt chilled. The cold came through the seams of her clothes, icy tendrils so tiny that they wormed their way through the threads of the fabric. Her hands trembled, but she thought this might not be because of the cold. She had journeyed into the graveyard to look for her husband. 

			She could see quite clearly, with the moon casting a bluish-white light on the frosted ground. She saw a feral cat sitting atop a stone cross, and in the distance she could hear the faint howling from what she hoped was a dog and feared was a wolf. She reached involuntarily into the deep pocket of her cape and wrapped her hand around the grip of her husband’s gun. Henry had shown her once how to load it – how to measure the powder and ram the ball down the barrel, tamping it to make sure it was in place – and she had remembered the instruction well. There had been no real purpose to the lesson. He was target shooting – practicing for a fox hunt he’d been invited to – and she’d asked him about the gun. He then showed her how to use it. He let her shoot once, and when she hit, on her first attempt, the target he had missed his previous three tries, he had snatched the gun away from her and told her to leave him be. He had the steadiest hands of any person she’d ever known, but he was a poor shot with the pistol because he flinched when he pulled the trigger. She had been secretly proud that she could shoot better than him. She had never dreamed that she might need the gun to protect herself from him. 

			In the distance, Jessica saw the faint glow of a light: a lantern. She crept through the grass and could hear each step pressing down on the stalks, frozen stiff from the cold. She used the trees and the headstones for cover, and as she drew closer to the light source, she heard the scrape of a shovel against frozen dirt and an occasional muffled voice. She finally came to a point where she could see them, and she knelt behind a large marble headstone and spied. Her husband was in the grave, his waist level with the ground, tossing shovelfuls of dirt into a pile. Her husband’s assistant, James, stood above, holding the lamp. Henry wasn’t wearing his top hat – it sat atop a nearby grave marker – and the lamplight illuminated his face. Even at this distance, she could see his eyes were wide and crazed, like a lunatic escaped from the asylum. 

			She realized her fears were warranted – he was doing exactly what she’d dreaded – and she felt rage swelling from within, so powerful she wanted to rush into the lamp light, gun drawn. But she restrained herself and continued watching from her remove. 

			How could he do this? He was digging up the grave of their son.

			* * *

			Henry had begun to sweat underneath his shirt and trench coat. His chest rose and fell, pulling cold air into his lungs and exhaling smoky bursts. He thrust the shovel again, biting into the black soil, and then swung the dirt up and out, dumping it upon the growing pile. James, his protégé, stood above the hole with the lamp. Only one of them could fit in the grave at a time. Henry was tired, but he felt this work – digging up the grave of his own child – was his responsibility. He had brought James along only for …for what? he asked himself.

			But he knew the answer: in case he found what he was looking for.

			Finally, the blade of the shovel struck wood, and the two men looked at each other. The hole was five feet deep now, and Henry was buried almost to his shoulders. He scraped and shoveled more, clearing the top of the coffin lid. He tossed the shovel out, and his assistant handed down the pry bar. The space in the hole was tight because the coffin was only four feet long, and he kept bumping into the walls with his shoulders and elbows. His coat was mud-caked, and his gloves were blackened and stiff. He pried the lid at its edges, the wood creaking loudly in the black night. But he couldn’t pry up the lid because he was standing on the coffin. 

			“Damnation,” he growled.

			He stopped working, closing his eyes and breathing deeply. His specialty was working in close quarters, working with the tiny, the miniscule. If he could build the inventions he had, using magnifying glasses and instruments smaller than sewing needles, then he could find a solution to this problem. 

			He climbed out and instructed James about what he wanted to do. James set the lamp down at the edge of the hole. Henry, holding the pry bar in one hand, lay chest down on the ground, his arms hanging over the edge. His assistant grabbed his legs, lifting him forward, lowering him head-first into the open grave. 

			The lid of the coffin shrieked as Henry pulled it away, and then he was face to face with his son. Both of the coins that had been laid across the boy’s eyelids had slipped off in burial, and Anson’s eyes were wide and staring. Sitting in dark, sunken sockets, the whites of the eyes had begun to turn yellow, and the irises – once a brilliant blue – were softening into a milky gray. The boy’s skin was yellow and already tightening against his skull. 

			No father should have to see such a sight, Henry thought.

			And then the stench crawled up his nostrils, and he shouted to his assistant to pull him up.

			* * *

			Jessica watched as James pulled Henry out of the grave by his feet. Her whole body was trembling. That was the grave of her son they were defiling, and it didn’t matter that the one doing the defiling was her husband. In fact, that made it worse. 

			She hadn’t wanted to believe he was capable of something like this. He had always been obsessive, but that’s what gave him his genius. And he was a genius; this was no exaggeration. He was the son of a watchmaker, taught at an early age to examine the inner workings of machinery. By the time he was a teenager, he was more skilled than his father, able to design and assemble the gears and pins to build clocks large and small. It was widely known that he helped his father build the town’s clock tower, which had run without slowing for twenty years. However, Henry had confided in her – and she believed him – that he had done the majority of the work, and his father had actually been the assistant. Each night, from their home, she and Henry could hear the distant ringing of the clock at each hour – its long, slow cadence of chimes was soothing to her – and she always felt a swelling of pride that her husband had created such a marvel. 

			His real specialty, however, was in smaller machines. He built complex time pieces no larger than a coin, with intricate gears virtually invisible without the use of a magnifying glass. This had begun his fascination with the miniscule. “There are other worlds just out of our sight,” he had told her when he began his courtship. He was a student at the university then, studying chemistry and biology and trying to understand the worlds that he said were there even if you couldn’t see them, worlds of cells and molecules. 

			Teaching others about this invisible world of science became his profession, but watch-making continued as his hobby. He loved to toil for hours in his study, using hair-thin needles as instruments, staring through magnifying glasses, and making the inner workings of his timepieces smaller and smaller. Then he extended his inventions beyond watches and clocks, making elaborate and strange metal machines. He built mechanical figurines, foot-high toy soldiers, who could be wound up just as a pocket watch and walk and move their arms. Then he invented an elaborate pair of goggles, with multiple lenses he could move in and out of his view, allowing him to work on an even smaller scale. Afterward, he made smaller versions of his figurines as chess pieces – knights, rooks, kings, and queens no taller than an inch, with microscopic inner-workings – and created a game where the pieces played against each other without the aid of human participants. Once wound up with a turnkey, the pieces moved themselves. No strategy was duplicated no matter how many times the figurines played.

			“How did you do it?” she had asked, amazed.

			“It’s a mixture of my two passions,” he said. “Science and engineering.”

			He explained that this was his true calling: to invent and to build. 

			Through all of his studying, his teaching, his inventing, he had been a charming courter and remained a devoted husband. He genuinely enjoyed life and was exuberant about his discoveries. His cheerfulness extended to their carriage rides along the river, their evenings reading by the fire, their Saturday mornings having a cup of tea on the veranda. In those first years, she had wished he would come home earlier from his laboratory or spend less time in his study, but she wasn’t ignored. He would arrive with a bouquet of roses or surprise her with tickets to the opera. In the darkest months of winter, when she was melancholic, she was always able to convince herself that life was as it should be and she shouldn’t ask for more.

			But life did give her more: a son. He was a beautiful healthy baby boy whom her husband doted over as much as she did. And for five years, their life together was even happier. Her husband spent more time at home, his son being his most interesting project yet. With their son, she finally felt complete. But then young Anson became ill. They fretted over him as he lay feverish and unresponsive. They called in doctors, and when those doctors couldn’t give her husband a clear diagnosis, he wrote for other doctors to come, regardless of expense. While their frustration mounted, Jessica became her son’s nurse. Henry retreated to his study and his laboratory, spending more time than ever away from the family. He saw his assistant, James, more than he saw his ailing son. Only then had she really become angry: their son was dying and Henry’s response was to escape the family? 

			But then one day, as if by a miracle, Anson’s fever broke. He sat up in bed. He smiled. He ate soup and laughed, and both she and her husband were there to watch the boy’s return. Whatever illness had taken hold of him, he was healing now. And her husband was back. From the moment Anson’s recovery started, Henry didn’t so much as set foot in his study or leave for his lab at the university. She could forgive Henry and allow life to return to normal.

			But then they awoke two nights ago to Anson’s screams. Running to his room, they found him writhing in his blankets. He was bleeding from his mouth and nose, his ears and eyes, even from the pores of his skin. She held him as he screamed. Her husband shouted, “No! No! No!” and then moments later the boy’s shrieks simply stopped. He was limp in her arms. His temperature – so hot during the illness – faded, and his body became chilled.

			When the physician and the funeral director came to remove Anson, Henry went mad, shouting that they must not take him, that he needed to inspect the body. She realized that her husband might have gone insane. The constable and two deputies had to restrain him. And he remained quiet, barely speaking, through all of the funeral arrangements. 

			Jessica wanted nothing more than to retreat, as her husband had before, and lay in bed weeping all day. But she’d had to collect herself and construct a strong face for family and friends. But her strength was a façade – she wasn’t tough enough to shoulder the death of her son, certainly not compounded with the lunacy of her husband. 

			And now the situation had grown even worse. After the funeral, she had come to his study to deliver a cup of tea. Outside the door, she heard voices and listened to Henry speaking to his lab assistant. They spoke about shovels and digging utensils and an agreed time to meet after dark. She couldn’t believe it. He meant to examine the body still, even after it was buried. 

			So she feigned going to bed and waited until Henry peeked into the room to make sure she was asleep. The covers were pulled to her neck, but she was fully clothed underneath and wide awake. She crept to the door to see her husband walking along the cobblestones under the orange glow of the street’s oil lamp. She moved to follow him but then stopped at the threshold. She turned back to retrieve his pistol from its mount above the fireplace, trying to convince herself it was simply an extra precaution. 

			And now Jessica knelt in the graveyard, hiding behind a headstone, spying her husband and his assistant as they stared into the newly dug grave of her son. The world, it seemed, was going mad around her, and she was clinging to her own sanity as she clung to the pistol in her pocket.

			* * *

			James asked, “Do you want me to do it?”

			“No,” Henry said, standing on weak legs. “He’s my son.”

			He’d brought a toolkit with him, and now he turned to it. He opened it on the ground and quickly found what he was looking for: a large scalpel, with an eight-inch handle and two-inch razor-sharp blade. The metal gleamed in the moonlight like a silver flame.

			He stepped down into the grave, his feet balancing on each side of the coffin. He tried to kneel but there wasn’t enough room. He set his foot down inside, his ankle brushing his son’s shirt. Now he knelt. The smell was rank, and he feared he might retch. He brought out his kerchief and held it to his mouth and nose. With his other hand, he tried to cut open Anson’s shirt. He couldn’t do it one handed. He put the kerchief into his pocket and tried to breathe shallowly.

			He yanked open his son’s shirt, tearing off the buttons and exposing the boy’s yellowing flesh.

			“Dear God, help me,” Henry wailed.

			He stabbed the scalpel into the boy’s abdomen and, quickly, so he wouldn’t lose his nerve, he cut upward. The blade stopped when he hit the breastbone. Henry, holding his breath from the fresh stink emanating from the cut, changed positions, giving himself leverage, and cut upward, opening the boy from navel to neck. 

			Henry leaned back and ordered James to move the light. The assistant changed positions, illuminating the incision. Henry could see the gray meat of the boy’s organs.

			“Perhaps it wasn’t –”

			Then he saw movement inside the boy’s chest cavity. A mass of what looked to be tiny insects poured out. Individually, they were barely large enough to see with the naked eye – much smaller than any ant – but they swarmed out in a heap, thousands of them, growing like an eruption of thick black foam. 

			Henry gasped, dropping the scalpel, and scurried out of the hole. 

			“The oil!” he shouted. “Get the bloody oil!”

			His assistant hesitated for a moment, looking into the grave, and then his face turned pale, and he scrambled backward. He pulled a flask out of the toolkit. Henry snatched it from his hand and ran over to the hole. He began dumping the oil out onto the mass of tiny creatures. He splattered the oil over his son, trying to douse him from forehead to shoe tip. The creatures were now piled several inches high, with the pile growing and spreading with each second. He couldn’t believe how many of them there were. 

			“Get the matches,” he shouted at James.

			The young man reached into his coat and drew out a box of matches. 

			Henry emptied the bottle and then tossed the flask into the grave. It landed in the growing mass of insects and immediately it was covered.

			“Set fire to them!” Henry yelled. 

			His assistant stepped forward and struck the match. He held it high, over the grave, allowing the flame to grow to a healthy, vigorous height.

			“Burn them!” Henry shouted. “For the love of God, burn them a–”

			* * *

			Jessica squeezed the trigger, and flames jumped from the barrel, lighting the darkness around her. Her husband’s assistant grabbed his chest with his free hand, inhaled loudly, the sound constrained and wet, and then he fell face forward into the grave, bringing the match with him. Flames erupted from the hole in a flash of bright white light. She heard the man’s shrieks and saw the flames twisting up out of the grave, orange and red and yellow. This wasn’t what she’d wanted – she’d hoped he would fall backward, the match falling with him into the extinguishing chill of the icy grass. 

			She lowered the gun and opened her mouth to scream. But no sounds came out. 

			Next to the cauldron of fire, she saw her husband staring toward her.

			* * *

			Henry could see nothing in the darkness. The lamp stood next to the pit, and flames reached up out of his son’s grave, making the immediate vicinity as light as if it were day. But the light also had the effect of blinding him beyond its reach, and past a few gravestones, he could only see blackness.

			He looked down into the hole and saw that James had stopped moving. Flames engulfed his son and his assistant and, he hoped, the creatures that he’d come here to destroy.

			He stared back in the direction the shot had come from. He thought perhaps he was now in the sniper’s sights. He turned and fled. As he ran, the headstones of the dead stood like sentinels driving him away.

			* * *

			She approached her son’s grave, moving slowly. The fire had begun to die, but her husband had left the lamp and she could see clearly within its circle of light. She lifted the lamp and peered down into the grave. Tentacles of smoke undulated from the blackened remains of her son and the assistant. She looked carefully and thought she saw movement amidst the charred flesh, a blob of darkness among the coals that seemed to shift and writhe.

			She turned in horror and ran into the night.

			* * *

			She found him in his study, sitting in front of his work bench, his head in his hands. The room was filled with microscopic lenses, magnifying glasses, and spectacles with glass of varying dimensions and thicknesses. Tools and gears and mechanical pieces – made of brass and copper and iron – lay scattered among the benches as well, but the dominance of the lenses made her feel as if she was being watched, surrounded by glass eyes. 

			She walked to the other side of the table, lifted the reloaded gun, and said to her husband, “What have you done?”

			He raised his head, looked at her at first with an expression that suggested he didn’t recognize her. Then his face changed to a look of recognition followed by a look of confusion.

			“You?” he said. “It was you?”

			“Tell me what you’ve done!” she yelled.

			He leaned back in his chair, hunched in defeat. “You can lower the gun. I will tell you.” 

			Hesitantly, she lowered the pistol. Her chest heaved with each breath. 

			His hand reached for a glass jar on the table, clear glass tapered at the top and sealed with cork coated in melted wax. He slid it toward her. 

			“Look inside,” he said. “Don’t open it.” 

			She picked up the jar with her free hand. She thought it was empty, but then she held it close to her face and saw that inside were a few tiny black dots, perhaps a dozen, no bigger than grains of soil. They were moving, rolling around the bottom and up and down the sides of the glass, as if of their own volition.

			“Here,” he said, holding up a magnifying lens the size of a saucer. 

			Hesitantly, she holstered the gun in her cape pocket and took the lens. She held it before the jar and looked through it. The black objects were still small, but now she could see with more clarity. Each dot was a tiny centipede, with shells and hinged legs made of what looked like metal. They raced around the glass like insects, but she could see with enough detail to know that they were mechanical not biological.

			“My masterpiece,” her husband said, but he spoke the words with irony. “My greatest achievement.”

			She set the glass down and slid it back across the table to him. 

			“What are they?”

			“I call them my Little Healers,” he said. “They eat germs, microbes of disease, only the bad. Or so I thought.”

			Now she was beginning to understand. During Anson’s illness, Henry had retreated to his laboratory and his study, and she had thought perhaps he didn’t care that his son was dying. But all along he was trying to create some new invention that would cure Anson. 

			“I tested them,” he said. “But only on dead animals. When they consumed the dead flesh, I thought it was because they took the rot for disease.” 

			She stared at him. His face was white. 

			“And you unleashed them on our son?”

			“I did not know they would multiply as they did,” he said. “I only administered three: one in his mouth, one in his nose, one in his ear. I thought they would eat the disease and then die. Or perhaps stay inside him, bolstering his immune system. I did not think they would eat the bad and the good.”

			She thought of her son’s final minutes.

			“You killed him,” she said. 

			“He might have died anyway,” he said absently, as if more to himself than to her. “I wanted to make the world better. Starting with our family.”

			“Don’t you remember his screams?” she said. 

			He lifted the glass jar and looked in at the mechanical insects. 

			“I still hear his screams,” he said. 

			Then he set the jar down and stood quickly, moving so abruptly that she reached for the gun, startled.

			“I’m going to the constable,” he said. “I plan to confess everything.”

			She looked at him and remembered the man she’d fallen in love with. He had been overly obsessed with his work, but he had been a good husband. A good man, with good intentions. 

			She had forgiven him his imperfections before, but now ….

			In the distance, the clock tower he built with his father began its midnight ring.

			* * *

			The sound of the clock tower made Henry think of the potential he had once had. And of the happiness he had once shared with Jessica. 

			He looked again at his wife, remembering how beautiful she always was. Her face was stern now, expressionless. Her complexion was flushed, her eyes narrowed, her lips pressed into a thin, straight line. He had never seen her look this way. He hoped she could forgive him. He had acted for the sake of helping their son, not killing him. Surely she must understand. She was always very smart. She would understand, perhaps even try to talk him out of turning himself in. 

			He took a step, and she said, “Wait.”

			He stopped – as the clock tower chimed again – and he turned to Jessica, longing for a loving look, an expression that said she forgave him.

			“Before you go,” she said, “you must do something.”

			“Yes,” he said. “Anything.”

			She motioned toward the glass jar. 

			“Swallow them,” she said. 

			He looked at the jar and gulped. “But,” he said, “they are evidence. I must –”

			She raised the pistol, cocked the hammer back, and pointed the gun at his face. The gun was steady in her hand, the black circle at the end of the barrel staring at him like a dark eye.

			He sighed. “A bullet would be more merciful,” he said.

			“Do you deserve mercy?” she said.

			He lifted the jar and looked through the glass at his Little Healers. He looked back at her and saw hate in her eyes.

			“Forgive me,” he said. “I cannot forgive myself.”

			“Then you shall not be forgiven.”

			He pulled the cork off the top of the jar. 

			In the distance, the last of the clock tower’s midnight chimes was followed by a long empty silence.
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			The Grove of Ashtaroth

			John Buchan
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			C’est enfin que dans leurs prunelles

			Rit et pleure-fastidieux

			L’amour des choses eternelles,

			Des vieux morts et des anciens dieux!

			Paul Verlaine

			We were sitting around the camp fire, some thirty miles north of a place called Taqui, when Lawson announced his intention of finding a home. He had spoken little the last day or two, and I guessed that he had struck a vein of private reflection. I thought it might be a new mine or irrigation scheme, and I was surprised to find that it was a country-house.

			“I don’t think I shall go back to England,” he said, kicking a sputtering log into place. “I don’t see why I should. For business purposes I am far more useful to the firm in South Africa than in Throgmorton Street. I have no relations left except a third cousin, and I have never cared a rush for living in town. That beastly house of mine in Hill Street will fetch what I gave for it – Isaacson cabled about it the other day, offering for furniture and all. I don’t want to go into Parliament, and I hate shooting little birds and tame deer. I am one of those fellows who are born colonial at heart, and I don’t see why I shouldn’t arrange my life as I please. Besides, for ten years I have been falling in love with this country, and now I am up to the neck.”

			He flung himself back in the camp-chair till the canvas creaked, and looked at me below his eyelids. I remember glancing at the lines of him, and thinking what a fine make of a man he was. In his untanned field-boots, breeches, and grey shirt he looked the born wilderness-hunter, though less than two months before he had been driving down to the City every morning in the sombre regimentals of his class. Being a fair man, he was gloriously tanned, and there was a clear line at his shirt-collar to mark the limits of his sunburn. I had first known him years ago, when he was a broker’s clerk working on half-commission. Then he had gone to South Africa, and soon I heard he was a partner in a mining house which was doing wonders with some gold areas in the North. The next step was his return to London as the new millionaire – young, good-looking, wholesome in mind and body, and much sought after by the mothers of marriageable girls. We played polo together, and hunted a little in the season, but there were signs that he did not propose to become a conventional English gentleman. He refused to buy a place in the country, though half the Homes of England were at his disposal. He was a very busy man, he declared, and had not time to be a squire. Besides, every few months he used to rush out to South Africa. I saw that he was restless, for he was always badgering me to go big game hunting with him in some remote part of the earth. There was that in his eyes, too, which marked him out from the ordinary blond type of our countrymen. They were large and brown and mysterious, and the light of another race was in their odd depths.

			To hint such a thing would have meant a breach of his friendship, for Lawson was very proud of his birth. When he first made his fortune he had gone to the Heralds to discover his family, and these obliging gentlemen had provided a pedigree. It appeared that he was a scion of the house of Lowson or Lowieson, an ancient and rather disreputable clan on the Scottish side of the Border. He took a shooting in Teviotdale on the strength of it, and used to commit lengthy Border ballads to memory. But I had known his father, a financial journalist who never quite succeeded, and I had heard of a grandfather who sold antiques in a back street in Brighton. The latter, I think, had not changed his name, and still frequented the synagogue. The father was a progressive Christian, and the mother had been a blond Saxon from the Midlands. In my mind there was no doubt, as I caught Lawson’s heavy-lidded eyes fixed on me. My friend was of a more ancient race than the Lowsons of the Border.

			“Where are you thinking of looking for your house?” I asked. “In Natal or in the Cape Peninsula? You might get the Fishers” place if you paid a price.”

			“The Fishers’ place be hanged!” he said crossly. “I don’t want any stuccoed, overgrown Dutch farm. I might as well be at Roehampton as in the Cape.”

			He got up and walked to the far side of the fire, where a lane ran down through thorn-scrub to a gully of the hills. The moon was silvering the bush of the plains, forty miles off and three thousand feet below us.

			“I am going to live somewhere hereabouts,” he answered at last.

			I whistled. “Then you’ve got to put your hand in your pocket, old man. You’ll have to make everything, including a map of the countryside.”

			“I know,” he said; “that’s where the fun comes. Hang it all, why shouldn’t I indulge my fancy? I’m uncommonly well off, and I haven’t chick or child to leave it to. Supposing I’m a hundred miles from rail-head, what about it? I’ll make a motor-road and fix up a telephone. I’ll grow most of my supplies, and start a colony to provide labour. When you come and stay with me, you’ll get the best food and drink on earth, and sport that will make your mouth water. I’ll put Lochleven trout in these streams – at 6000 feet you can do anything. We’ll have a pack of hounds, too, and we can drive pig in the woods, and if we want big game there are the Mangwe flats at our feet. I tell you I’ll make such a country-house as nobody ever dreamed of. A man will come plumb out of stark savagery into lawns and rose-gardens.” Lawson flung himself into his chair again and smiled dreamily at the fire.

			“But why here, of all places?” I persisted. I was not feeling very well and did not care for the country.

			“I can’t quite explain. I think it’s the sort of land I have always been looking for. I always fancied a house on a green plateau in a decent climate looking down on the tropics. I like heat and colour, you know, but I like hills too, and greenery, and the things that bring back Scotland. Give me a cross between Teviotdale and the Orinoco, and, by Gad! I think I’ve got it here.”

			I watched my friend curiously, as with bright eyes and eager voice he talked of his new fad. The two races were very clear in him – the one desiring gorgeousness, and other athirst for the soothing spaces of the North. He began to plan out the house. He would get Adamson to design it, and it was to grow out of the landscape like a stone on the hillside. There would be wide verandas and cool halls, but great fireplaces against winter time. It would all be very simple and fresh – ‘clean as morning’ was his odd phrase; but then another idea supervened, and he talked of bringing the Tintorets from Hill Street. “I want it to be a civilised house, you know. No silly luxury, but the best pictures and china and books …I’ll have all the furniture made after the old plain English models out of native woods. I don’t want second-hand sticks in a new country. Yes, by Jove, the Tintorets are a great idea, and all those Ming pots I bought. I had meant to sell them, but I’ll have them out here.”

			He talked for a good hour of what he would do, and his dream grew richer as he talked, till by the time he went to bed he had sketched something more like a palace than a country-house. Lawson was by no means a luxurious man. At present he was well content with a Wolseley valise, and shaved cheerfully out of a tin mug. It struck me as odd that a man so simple in his habits should have so sumptuous a taste in bric-a-brac. I told myself, as I turned in, that the Saxon mother from the Midlands had done little to dilute the strong wine of the East.

			It drizzled next morning when we inspanned, and I mounted my horse in a bad temper. I had some fever on me, I think, and I hated this lush yet frigid tableland, where all the winds on earth lay in wait for one’s marrow. Lawson was, as usual, in great spirits. We were not hunting, but shifting our hunting ground, so all morning we travelled fast to the north along the rim of the uplands.

			At midday it cleared, and the afternoon was a pageant of pure colour. The wind sank to a low breeze; the sun lit the infinite green spaces, and kindled the wet forest to a jewelled coronal. Lawson gaspingly admired it all, as he cantered bareheaded up a bracken-clad slope. “God’s country,” he said twenty times. “I’ve found it.” Take a piece of Sussex downland; put a stream in every hollow and a patch of wood; and at the edge, where the cliffs at home would fall to the sea, put a cloak of forest muffling the scarp and dropping thousands of feet to the blue plains. Take the diamond air of the Gornergrat, and the riot of colour which you get by a West Highland lochside in late September. Put flowers everywhere, the things we grow in hothouses, geraniums like sun-shades and arums like trumpets. That will give you a notion of the countryside we were in. I began to see that after all it was out of the common.

			And just before sunset we came over a ridge and found something better. It was a shallow glen, half a mile wide, down which ran a blue-grey stream in linns like the Spean, till at the edge of the plateau it leaped into the dim forest in a snowy cascade. The opposite side ran up in gentle slopes to a rocky knoll, from which the eye had a noble prospect of the plains. All down the glen were little copses, half-moons of green edging some silvery shore of the burn, or delicate clusters of tall trees nodding on the hill-brow. The place so satisfied the eye that for the sheer wonder of its perfection we stopped and stared in silence for many minutes.

			Then “The House,” I said, and Lawson replied softly, “The House!”

			We rode slowly into the glen in the mulberry gloaming. Our transport wagons were half an hour behind, so we had time to explore. Lawson dismounted and plucked handfuls of flowers from the water-meadows. He was singing to himself all the time – an old French catch about Cade Roussell and his trois maisons.

			“Who owns it?” I asked.

			“My firm, as like as not. We have miles of land about here. But whoever the man is, he has got to sell. Here I build my tabernacle, old man. Here, and nowhere else!”

			In the very centre of the glen, in a loop of the stream, was one copse which even in that half light struck me as different from the others. It was of tall, slim, fairy-like trees, the kind of wood the monks painted in old missals. No, I rejected the thought. It was no Christian wood. It was not a copse, but a ‘grove’ – one such as Artemis may have flitted through in the moonlight. It was small, forty or fifty yards in diameter, and there was a dark something at the heart of it which for a second I thought was a house.

			We turned between the slender trees, and – was it fancy? – an odd tremor went through me. I felt as if I were penetrating the temenos of some strange and lovely divinity, the goddess of this pleasant vale. There was a spell in the air, it seemed, and an odd dead silence.

			Suddenly my horse started at a flutter of light wings. A flock of doves rose from the branches, and I saw the burnished green of their plumes against the opal sky. Lawson did not seem to notice them. I saw his keen eyes staring at the centre of the grove and what stood there.

			It was a little conical tower, ancient and lichened, but, so far as I could judge, quite flawless. You know the famous Conical Temple at Zimbabwe, of which prints are in every guide-book. This was of the same type, but a thousandfold more perfect. It stood about thirty feet high, of solid masonry, without door or window or cranny, as shapely as when it first came from the hands of the old builders. Again I had the sense of breaking in on a sanctuary. What right had I, a common vulgar modern, to be looking at this fair thing, among these delicate trees, which some white goddess had once taken for her shrine?

			Lawson broke in on my absorption. “Let’s get out of this,” he said hoarsely, and he took my horse’s bridle (he had left his own beast at the edge) and led him back to the open. But I noticed that his eyes were always turning back, and that his hand trembled.

			“That settles it,” I said after supper. “What do you want with your mediaeval Venetians and your Chinese pots now? You will have the finest antique in the world in your garden – a temple as old as time, and in a land which they say has no history. You had the right inspiration this time.”

			I think I have said that Lawson had hungry eyes. In his enthusiasm they used to glow and brighten; but now, as he sat looking down at the olive shades of the glen, they seemed ravenous in their fire. He had hardly spoken a word since we left the wood.

			“Where can I read about these things?” he asked, and I gave him the names of books.

			Then, an hour later, he asked me who were the builders. I told him the little I knew about Phoenician and Sabaean wanderings, and the ritual of Sidon and Tyre. He repeated some names to himself and went soon to bed.

			As I turned in, I had one last look over the glen, which lay ivory and black in the moon. I seemed to hear a faint echo of wings, and to see over the little grove a cloud of light visitants. “The Doves of Ashtaroth have come back,” I said to myself. “It is a good omen. They accept the new tenant.” But as I fell asleep I had a sudden thought that I was saying something rather terrible.

			* * *

			Three years later, pretty nearly to a day, I came back to see what Lawson had made of his hobby. He had bidden me often to Welgevonden, as he chose to call it – though I do not know why he should have fixed a Dutch name to a countryside where Boer never trod. At the last there had been some confusion about dates, and I wired the time of my arrival, and set off without an answer. A motor met me at the queer little wayside station of Taqui, and after many miles on a doubtful highway I came to the gates of the park, and a road on which it was a delight to move. Three years had wrought little difference in the landscape. Lawson had done some planting – conifers and flowering shrubs and such-like – but wisely he had resolved that Nature had for the most part forestalled him. All the same, he must have spent a mint of money. The drive could not have been beaten in England, and fringes of mown turf on either hand had been pared out of the lush meadows. When we came over the edge of the hill and looked down on the secret glen, I could not repress a cry of pleasure. The house stood on the farther ridge, the viewpoint of the whole neighbourhood; and its dark timbers and white rough-cast walls melted into the hillside as if it had been there from the beginning of things. The vale below was ordered in lawns and gardens. A blue lake received the rapids of the stream, and its banks were a maze of green shades and glorious masses of blossom. I noticed, too, that the little grove we had explored on our first visit stood alone in a big stretch of lawn, so that its perfection might be clearly seen. Lawson had excellent taste, or he had had the best advice.

			The butler told me that his master was expected home shortly, and took me into the library for tea. Lawson had left his Tintorets and Ming pots at home after all. It was a long, low room, panelled in teak half-way up the walls, and the shelves held a multitude of fine bindings. There were good rugs on the parquet floor, but no ornaments anywhere, save three. On the carved mantelpiece stood two of the old soapstone birds which they used to find at Zimbabwe, and between, on an ebony stand, a half moon of alabaster, curiously carved with zodiacal figures. My host had altered his scheme of furnishing, but I approved the change.

			He came in about half-past six, after I had consumed two cigars and all but fallen asleep. Three years make a difference in most men, but I was not prepared for the change in Lawson. For one thing, he had grown fat. In place of the lean young man I had known, I saw heavy, flaccid being, who shuffled in his gait, and seemed tired and listless. His sunburn had gone, and his face was as pasty as a city clerk’s. He had been walking, and wore shapeless flannel clothes, which hung loose even on his enlarged figure. And the worst of it was, that he did not seem over-pleased to see me. He murmured something about my journey, and then flung himself into an arm-chair and looked out of the window.

			I asked him if he had been ill.

			“Ill! No!” he said crossly. “Nothing of the kind. I’m perfectly well.”

			“You don’t look as fit as this place should make you. What do you do with yourself? Is the shooting as good as you hoped?”

			He did not answer, but I thought I heard him mutter something like “shooting be damned.”

			Then I tried the subject of the house. I praised it extravagantly, but with conviction. “There can be no place like it in the world,” I said.

			He turned his eyes on me at last, and I saw that they were as deep and restless as ever. With his pallid face they made him look curiously Semitic. I had been right in my view about his ancestry.

			“Yes,” he said slowly, “there is no place like it – in the world.”

			Then he pulled himself to his feet. “I’m going to change,” he said. “Dinner is at eight. Ring for Travers, and he’ll show you your room.”

			I dressed in a noble bedroom, with an outlook over the garden-vale and the escarpment to the far line of the plains, now blue and saffron in the sunset. I dressed in an ill temper, for I was seriously offended with Lawson, and also seriously alarmed. He was either very unwell or going out of his mind, and it was clear, too, that he would resent any anxiety on his account. I ransacked my memory for rumours, but found none. I had heard nothing of him except that he had been extraordinarily successful in his speculations, and that from his hill-top he directed his firm’s operations with uncommon skill. If Lawson was sick or mad, nobody knew of it.

			Dinner was a trying ceremony. Lawson, who used to be rather particular in his dress, appeared in a kind of smoking suit and a flannel collar. He spoke scarcely a word to me, but cursed the servants with a brutality which left me aghast. A wretched footman in his nervousness spilt some sauce over his sleeve. Lawson dashed the dish from his hand, and volleyed abuse with a sort of epileptic fury. Also he, who had been the most abstemious of men, swallowed disgusting quantities of champagne and old brandy.

			He had given up smoking, and half an hour after we left the dining-room he announced his intention of going to bed. I watched him as he waddled upstairs with a feeling of angry bewilderment. Then I went to the library and lit a pipe. I would leave first thing in the morning – on that I was determined. But as I sat gazing at the moon of alabaster and the soapstone birds my anger evaporated, and concern took its place. I remembered what a fine fellow Lawson had been, what good times we had had together. I remembered especially that evening when we had found this valley and given rein to our fancies. What horrid alchemy in the place had turned a gentleman into a brute? I thought of drink and drugs and madness and insomnia, but I could fit none of them into my conception of my friend. I did not consciously rescind my resolve to depart, but I had a notion that I would not act on it.

			The sleepy butler met me as I went to bed. “Mr. Lawson’s room is at the end of your corridor, sir,” he said. “He don’t sleep over well, so you may hear him stirring in the night. At what hour would you like breakfast, sir? Mr. Lawson mostly has his in bed.”

			My room opened from the great corridor, which ran the full length of the front of the house. So far as I could make out, Lawson was three rooms off, a vacant bedroom and his servant’s room being between us. I felt tired and cross, and tumbled into bed as fast as possible. Usually I sleep well, but now I was soon conscious that my drowsiness was wearing off and that I was in for a restless night. I got up and laved my face, turned the pillows, thought of sheep coming over a hill and clouds crossing the sky; but none of the old devices were of any use. After about an hour of make-believe I surrendered myself to facts, and, lying on my back, stared at the white ceiling and the patches of moonshine on the walls.

			It certainly was an amazing night. I got up, put on a dressing-gown, and drew a chair to the window. The moon was almost at its full, and the whole plateau swam in a radiance of ivory and silver. The banks of the stream were black, but the lake had a great belt of light athwart it, which made it seem like a horizon, and the rim of land beyond like a contorted cloud. Far to the right I saw the delicate outlines of the little wood which I had come to think of as the Grove of Ashtaroth. I listened. There was not a sound in the air. The land seemed to sleep peacefully beneath the moon, and yet I had a sense that the peace was an illusion. The place was feverishly restless.

			I could have given no reason for my impression, but there it was. Something was stirring in the wide moonlit landscape under its deep mask of silence. I felt as I had felt on the evening three years ago when I had ridden into the grove. I did not think that the influence, whatever it was, was maleficent. I only knew that it was very strange, and kept me wakeful.

			By and by I bethought me of a book. There was no lamp in the corridor save the moon, but the whole house was bright as I slipped down the great staircase and across the hall to the library. I switched on the lights and then switched them off. They seemed a profanation, and I did not need them.

			I found a French novel, but the place held me and I stayed. I sat down in an armchair before the fireplace and the stone birds. Very odd those gawky things, like prehistoric Great Auks, looked in the moonlight. I remember that the alabaster moon shimmered like translucent pearl, and I fell to wondering about its history. Had the old Sabasans used such a jewel in their rites in the Grove of Ashtaroth?

			Then I heard footsteps pass the window. A great house like this would have a watchman, but these quick shuffling footsteps were surely not the dull plod of a servant. They passed on to the grass and died away. I began to think of getting back to my room.

			In the corridor, I noticed that Lawson’s door was ajar, and that a light had been left burning. I had the unpardonable curiosity to peep in. The room was empty, and the bed had not been slept in. Now I knew whose were the footsteps outside the library window.

			I lit a reading-lamp and tried to interest myself in Cruelle Enigme. But my wits were restless, and I could not keep my eyes on the page. I flung the book aside and sat down again by the window. The feeling came over me that I was sitting in a box at some play. The glen was a huge stage, and at any moment the players might appear on it. My attention was strung as high as if I had been waiting for the advent of some world-famous actress. But nothing came. Only the shadows shifted and lengthened as the moon moved across the sky.

			Then quite suddenly the restlessness left me, and at the same moment the silence was broken by the crow of a cock and the rustling of trees in a light wind. I felt very sleepy, and was turning to bed when again I heard footsteps without. From the window I could see a figure moving across the garden towards the house. It was Lawson, got up in the sort of towel dressing-gown that one wears on board ship. He was walking slowly and painfully, as if very weary. I did not see his face, but the man’s whole air was that of extreme fatigue and dejection.

			I tumbled into bed and slept profoundly till long after daylight.

			* * *

			The man who valeted me was Lawson’s own servant. As he was laying out my clothes I asked after the health of his master, and was told that he had slept ill and would not rise till late. Then the man, an anxious-faced Englishman, gave me some information on his own account. Mr. Lawson was having one of his bad turns. It would pass away in a day or two, but till it had gone he was fit for nothing. He advised me to see Mr. Jobson, the factor, who would look to my entertainment in his master’s absence.

			Jobson arrived before luncheon, and the sight of him was the first satisfactory thing about Welgevonden. He was a big, gruff Scot from Roxburghshire, engaged, no doubt, by Lawson as a duty to his Border ancestry. He had short grizzled whiskers, a weather-worn face, and a shrewd, calm blue eye. I knew now why the place was in such perfect order.

			We began with sport, and Jobson explained what I could have in the way of fishing and shooting. His exposition was brief and business-like, and all the while I could see his eye searching me. It was clear that he had much to say on other matters than sport.

			I told him that I had come here with Lawson three years before, when he chose the site. Jobson continued to regard me curiously. “I’ve heard tell of ye from Mr. Lawson. Ye’re an old friend of his, I understand.”

			“The oldest,” I said. “And I am sorry to find that the place does not agree with him. Why it doesn’t I cannot imagine, for you look fit enough. Has he been seedy for long?”

			“It comes and goes,” said Mr. Jobson. “Maybe once a month he has a bad turn. But on the whole it agrees with him badly. He’s no’ the man he was when I first came here.”

			Jobson was looking at me very seriously and frankly. I risked a question. “What do you suppose is the matter?”

			He did not reply at once, but leaned forward and tapped my knee.

			“I think it’s something that doctors canna cure. Look at me, sir. I’ve always been counted a sensible man, but if I told you what was in my head you would think me daft. But I have one word for you. Bide till tonight is past and then speir your question. Maybe you and me will be agreed.”

			The factor rose to go. As he left the room he flung me back a remark over his shoulder – “Read the eleventh chapter of the First Book of Kings.”

			After luncheon I went for a walk. First I mounted to the crown of the hill and feasted my eyes on the unequalled loveliness of the view. I saw the far hills in Portuguese territory, a hundred miles away, lifting up thin blue fingers into the sky. The wind blew light and fresh, and the place was fragrant with a thousand delicate scents. Then I descended to the vale, and followed the stream up through the garden. Poinsettias and oleanders were blazing in coverts, and there was a paradise of tinted water-lilies in the slacker reaches. I saw good trout rise at the fly, but I did not think about fishing. I was searching my memory for a recollection which would not come. By and by I found myself beyond the garden, where the lawns ran to the fringe of Ashtaroth’s Grove.

			It was like something I remembered in an old Italian picture. Only, as my memory drew it, it should have been peopled with strange figures – nymphs dancing on the sward, and a prick-eared faun peeping from the covert. In the warm afternoon sunlight it stood, ineffably gracious and beautiful, tantalising with a sense of some deep hidden loveliness. Very reverently I walked between the slim trees, to where the little conical tower stood half in the sun and half in shadow. Then I noticed something new. Round the tower ran a narrow path, worn in the grass by human feet. There had been no such path on my first visit, for I remembered the grass growing tall to the edge of the stone. Had the Kaffirs made a shrine of it, or were there other and stranger votaries?

			When I returned to the house I found Travers with a message for me. Mr. Lawson was still in bed, but he would like me to go to him. I found my friend sitting up and drinking strong tea – a bad thing, I should have thought, for a man in his condition. I remember that I looked about the room for some sign of the pernicious habit of which I believed him a victim. But the place was fresh and clean, with the windows wide open, and, though I could not have given my reasons, I was convinced that drugs or drink had nothing to do with the sickness.

			He received me more civilly, but I was shocked by his looks. There were great bags below his eyes, and his skin had the wrinkled puffy appearance of a man in dropsy. His voice, too, was reedy and thin. Only his great eyes burned with some feverish life.

			“I am a shocking bad host,” he said, “but I’m going to be still more inhospitable. I want you to go away. I hate anybody here when I’m off colour.”

			“Nonsense,” I said; “you want looking after. I want to know about this sickness. Have you had a doctor?”

			He smiled wearily. “Doctors are no earthly use to me. There’s nothing much the matter, I tell you. I’ll be all right in a day or two, and then you can come back. I want you to go off with Jobson and hunt in the plains till the end of the week. It will be better fun for you, and I’ll feel less guilty.”

			Of course I pooh-poohed the idea, and Lawson got angry. “Damn it, man,” he cried, “why do you force yourself on me when I don’t want you? I tell you your presence here makes me worse. In a week I’ll be as right as the mail, and then I’ll be thankful for you. But get away now; get away, I tell you.”

			I saw that he was fretting himself into a passion. “All right,” I said soothingly; “Jobson and I will go off hunting. But I am horribly anxious about you, old man.”

			He lay back on his pillows. “You needn’t trouble. I only want a little rest. Jobson will make all arrangements, and Travers will get you anything you want. Goodbye.”

			I saw it was useless to stay longer, so I left the room. Outside I found the anxious-faced servant. “Look here,” I said, “Mr. Lawson thinks I ought to go, but I mean to stay. Tell him I’m gone if he asks you. And for Heaven’s sake keep him in bed.”

			The man promised, and I thought I saw some relief in his face.

			I went to the library, and on the way remembered Jobson’s remark about First Kings. With some searching I found a Bible and turned up the passage. It was a long screed about the misdeeds of Solomon, and I read it through without enlightenment. I began to re-read it, and a word suddenly caught my attention –

			For Solomon went after Ashtaroth, the goddess of the Zidonians.

			That was all, but it was like a key to a cipher. Instantly there flashed over my mind all that I had heard or read of that strange ritual which seduced Israel to sin. I saw a sunburnt land and a people vowed to the stern service of Jehovah. But I saw, too, eyes turning from the austere sacrifice to lonely hill-top groves and towers and images, where dwelt some subtle and evil mystery. I saw the fierce prophets, scourging the votaries with rods, and a nation penitent before the Lord; but always the backsliding again, and the hankering after forbidden joys. Ashtaroth was the old goddess of the East. Was it not possible that in all Semitic blood there remained, transmitted through the dim generations, some craving for her spell? I thought of the grandfather in the back street at Brighton and of those burning eyes upstairs.

			As I sat and mused my glance fell on the inscrutable stone birds. They knew those old secrets of joy and terror. And that moon of alabaster! Some dark priest had worn it on his forehead when he worshipped, like Ahab, ‘all the host of Heaven’. And then I honestly began to be afraid. I, a prosaic, modern Christian gentleman, a half-believer in casual faiths, was in the presence of some hoary mystery of sin far older than creeds or Christendom. There was fear in my heart – a kind of uneasy disgust, and above all a nervous eerie disquiet. Now I wanted to go away, and yet I was ashamed of the cowardly thought. I pictured Ashtaroth’s Grove with sheer horror. What tragedy was in the air? What secret awaited twilight? For the night was coming, the night of the Full Moon, the season of ecstasy and sacrifice.

			I do not know how I got through that evening. I was disinclined for dinner, so I had a cutlet in the library, and sat smoking till my tongue ached. But as the hours passed a more manly resolution grew up in my mind. I owed it to old friendship to stand by Lawson in this extremity. I could not interfere – God knows, his reason seemed already rocking – but I could be at hand in case my chance came. I determined not to undress, but to watch through the night. I had a bath, and changed into light flannels and slippers. Then I took up my position in a corner of the library close to the window, so that I could not fall to hear Lawson’s footsteps if he passed.

			Fortunately I left the lights unlit, for as I waited I grew drowsy, and fell asleep. When I woke the moon had risen, and I knew from the feel of the air that the hour was late. I sat very still, straining my ears, and as I listened I caught the sound of steps. They were crossing the hall stealthily, and nearing the library door. I huddled into my corner as Lawson entered.

			He wore the same towel dressing-gown, and he moved swiftly and silently as if in a trance. I watched him take the alabaster moon from the mantelpiece and drop it in his pocket. A glimpse of white skin showed that the gown was his only clothing. Then he moved past me to the window, opened it, and went out. Without any conscious purpose I rose and followed, kicking off my slippers that I might go quietly. He was running, running fast, across the lawns in the direction of the Grove – an odd shapeless antic in the moonlight. I stopped, for there was no cover, and I feared for his reason if he saw me. When I looked again he had disappeared among the trees.

			I saw nothing for it but to crawl, so on my belly I wormed my way over the dripping sward. There was a ridiculous suggestion of deer-stalking about the game which tickled me and dispelled my uneasiness. Almost I persuaded myself I was tracking an ordinary sleep-walker. The lawns were broader than I imagined, and it seemed an age before I reached the edge of the Grove. The world was so still that I appeared to be making a most ghastly amount of noise. I remember that once I heard a rustling in the air, and looked up to see the green doves circling about the tree-tops.

			There was no sign of Lawson. On the edge of the Grove I think that all my assurance vanished. I could see between the trunks to the little tower, but it was quiet as the grave, save for the wings above. Once more there came over me the unbearable sense of anticipation I had felt the night before. My nerves tingled with mingled expectation and dread. I did not think that any harm would come to me, for the powers of the air seemed not malignant. But I knew them for powers, and felt awed and abased. I was in the presence of the ‘host of Heaven’, and I was no stern Israelitish prophet to prevail against them.

			I must have lain for hours waiting in that spectral place, my eyes riveted on the tower and its golden cap of moonshine. I remember that my head felt void and light, as if my spirit were becoming disembodied and leaving its dew-drenched sheath far below. But the most curious sensation was of something drawing me to the tower, something mild and kindly and rather feeble, for there was some other and stronger force keeping me back. I yearned to move nearer, but I could not drag my limbs an inch. There was a spell somewhere which I could not break. I do not think I was in any way frightened now. The starry influence was playing tricks with me, but my mind was half asleep. Only I never took my eyes from the little tower. I think I could not, if I had wanted to.

			Then suddenly from the shadows came Lawson. He was stark-naked, and he wore, bound across his brow, the half-moon of alabaster. He had something, too, in his hand – something which glittered.

			He ran round the tower, crooning to himself, and flinging wild arms to the skies. Sometimes the crooning changed to a shrill cry of passion, such as a maenad may have uttered in the train of Bacchus. I could make out no words, but the sound told its own tale. He was absorbed in some infernal ecstasy. And as he ran, he drew his right hand across his breast and arms, and I saw that it held a knife.

			I grew sick with disgust – not terror, but honest physical loathing. Lawson, gashing his fat body, affected me with an overpowering repugnance. I wanted to go forward and stop him, and I wanted, too, to be a hundred miles away. And the result was that I stayed still. I believe my own will held me there, but I doubt if in any case I could have moved my legs.

			The dance grew swifter and fiercer. I saw the blood dripping from Lawson’s body, and his face ghastly white above his scarred breast. And then suddenly the horror left me; my head swam; and for one second – one brief second – I peered into a new world. A strange passion surged up in my heart. I seemed to see the earth peopled with forms not human, scarcely divine, but more desirable than man or god. The calm face of Nature broke up for me into wrinkles of wild knowledge. I saw the things which brush against the soul in dreams, and found them lovely. There seemed no cruelty in the knife or the blood. It was a delicate mystery of worship, as wholesome as the morning song of birds. I do not know how the Semites found Ashtaroth’s ritual; to them it may well have been more rapt and passionate than it seemed to me. For I saw in it only the sweet simplicity of Nature, and all riddles of lust and terror soothed away as a child’s nightmares are calmed by a mother. I found my legs able to move, and I think I took two steps through the dusk towards the tower.

			And then it all ended. A cock crew, and the homely noises of earth were renewed. While I stood dazed and shivering Lawson plunged through the Grove towards me. The impetus carried him to the edge, and he fell fainting just outside the shade.

			My wits and common-sense came back to me with my bodily strength. I got my friend on my back, and staggered with him towards the house. I was afraid in real earnest now, and what frightened me most was the thought that I had not been afraid sooner. I had come very near the ‘abomination of the Zidonians’.

			At the door I found the scared valet waiting. He had apparently done this sort of thing before.

			“Your master has been sleep-walking, and has had a fall,” I said. “We must get him to bed at once.”

			We bathed the wounds as he lay in a deep stupor, and I dressed them as well as I could. The only danger lay in his utter exhaustion, for happily the gashes were not serious, and no artery had been touched. Sleep and rest would make him well, for he had the constitution of a strong man. I was leaving the room when he opened his eyes and spoke. He did not recognise me, but I noticed that his face had lost its strangeness, and was once more that of the friend I had known. Then I suddenly bethought me of an old hunting remedy which he and I always carried on our expeditions. It is a pill made up from an ancient Portuguese prescription. One is an excellent specific for fever. Two are invaluable if you are lost in the bush, for they send a man for many hours into a deep sleep, which prevents suffering and madness, till help comes. Three give a painless death. I went to my room and found the little box in my jewel-case. Lawson swallowed two, and turned wearily on his side. I bade his man let him sleep till he woke, and went off in search of food.

			* * *

			I had business on hand which would not wait. By seven, Jobson, who had been sent for, was waiting for me in the library. I knew by his grim face that here I had a very good substitute for a prophet of the Lord.

			“You were right,” I said. “I have read the 11th chapter of First Kings, and I have spent such a night as I pray God I shall never spend again.”

			“I thought you would,” he replied. “I’ve had the same experience myself.”

			“The Grove?” I said.

			“Ay, the wud,” was the answer in broad Scots.

			I wanted to see how much he understood.

			“Mr. Lawson’s family is from the Scottish Border?”

			“Ay. I understand they come off Borthwick Water side,” he replied, but I saw by his eyes that he knew what I meant.

			“Mr. Lawson is my oldest friend,” I went on, “and I am going to take measures to cure him. For what I am going to do I take the sole responsibility. I will make that plain to your master. But if I am to succeed I want your help. Will you give it me? It sounds like madness, and you are a sensible man and may like to keep out of it. I leave it to your discretion.”

			Jobson looked me straight in the face. “Have no fear for me,” he said; “there is an unholy thing in that place, and if I have the strength in me I will destroy it. He has been a good master to me, and, forbye, I am a believing Christian. So say on, sir.”

			There was no mistaking the air. I had found my Tishbite.

			“I want men,” I said – “as many as we can get.”

			Jobson mused. “The Kaffirs will no’ gang near the place, but there’s some thirty white men on the tobacco farm. They’ll do your will, if you give them an indemnity in writing.”

			“Good,” said I. “Then we will take our instructions from the only authority which meets the case. We will follow the example of King Josiah.” I turned up the 3rd chapter of Second Kings, and read –

			“And the high places that were before Jerusalem, which were on the right hand of the Mount of Corruption, which Solomon the king of Israel had builded for Ashtaroth the abomination of the Zidomans …did the king defile.

			“And he braise in pieces the images, and cut down the groves, and filled their places with the bones of men,

			“Moreover the altar that was at Bethel, and the high place which Jeroboam the son of Nebat, who made Israel to sin, had made, both that altar and the high place he brake down, and burned the high place, and stamped it small to powder, and burned the grove.”

			Jobson nodded. “It’ll need dinnymite. But I’ve plenty of yon down at the workshops. I’ll be off to collect the lads.”

			Before nine the men had assembled at Jobson’s house. They were a hardy lot of young farmers from home, who took their instructions docilely from the masterful factor. On my orders they had brought their shot-guns. We armed them with spades and woodmen’s axes, and one man wheeled some coils of rope in a handcart.

			In the clear, windless air of morning the Grove, set amid its lawns, looked too innocent and exquisite for evil. I had a pang of regret that a thing so fair should suffer; nay, if I had come alone, I think I might have repented. But the men were there, and the grim-faced Jobson was waiting for orders. I placed the guns, and sent beaters to the far side. I told them that every dove must be shot.

			It was only a small flock, and we killed fifteen at the first drive. The poor birds flew over the glen to another spinney, but we brought them back over the guns and seven fell. Four more were got in the trees, and the last I killed myself with a long shot. In half an hour there was a pile of little green bodies on the sward.

			Then we went to work to cut down the trees. The slim stems were an easy task to a good woodman, and one after another they toppled to the ground. And meantime, as I watched, I became conscious of a strange emotion.

			It was as if some one were pleading with me. A gentle voice, not threatening, but pleading – something too fine for the sensual ear, but touching inner chords of the spirit. So tenuous it was and distant that I could think of no personality behind it. Rather it was the viewless, bodiless grace of this delectable vale, some old exquisite divinity of the groves. There was the heart of all sorrow in it, and the soul of all loveliness. It seemed a woman’s voice, some lost lady who had brought nothing but goodness unrepaid to the world. And what the voice told me was, that I was destroying her last shelter.

			That was the pathos of it – the voice was homeless. As the axes flashed in the sunlight and the wood grew thin, that gentle spirit was pleading with me for mercy and a brief respite. It seemed to be telling of a world for centuries grown coarse and pitiless, of long sad wanderings, of hardly-won shelter, and a peace which was the little all she sought from men. There was nothing terrible in it. No thought of wrongdoing. The spell, which to Semitic blood held the mystery of evil, was to me, of a different race, only delicate and rare and beautiful. Jobson and the rest did not feel it, I with my finer senses caught nothing but the hopeless sadness of it. That which had stirred the passion in Lawson was only wringing my heart. It was almost too pitiful to bear. As the trees crashed down and the men wiped the sweat from their brows, I seemed to myself like the murderer of fair women and innocent children. I remember that the tears were running over my cheeks. More than once I opened my mouth to countermand the work, but the face of Jobson, that grim Tishbite, held me back.

			I knew now what gave the Prophets of the Lord their mastery, and I knew also why the people sometimes stoned them.

			The last tree fell, and the little tower stood like a ravished shrine, stripped of all defences against the world. I heard Jobson’s voice speaking. “We’d better blast that stane thing now. We’ll trench on four sides and lay the dinnymite. Ye’re no’ looking weel, sir. Ye’d better go and sit down on the brae-face.”

			I went up the hillside and lay down. Below me, in the waste of shorn trunks, men were running about, and I saw the mining begin. It all seemed like an aimless dream in which I had no part. The voice of that homeless goddess was still pleading. It was the innocence of it that tortured me. Even so must a merciful Inquisitor have suffered from the plea of some fair girl with the aureole of death on her hair. I knew I was killing rare and unrecoverable beauty. As I sat dazed and heartsick, the whole loveliness of Nature seemed to plead for its divinity. The sun in the heavens, the mellow lines of upland, the blue mystery of the far plains, were all part of that soft voice. I felt bitter scorn for myself. I was guilty of blood; nay, I was guilty of the sin against light which knows no forgiveness. I was murdering innocent gentleness, and there would be no peace on earth for me. Yet I sat helpless. The power of a sterner will constrained me. And all the while the voice was growing fainter and dying away into unutterable sorrow.

			Suddenly a great flame sprang to heaven, and a pall of smoke. I heard men crying out, and fragments of stone fell around the ruins of the grove. When the air cleared, the little tower had gone out of sight.

			The voice had ceased, and there seemed to me to be a bereaved silence in the world. The shock moved me to my feet, and I ran down the slope to where Jobson stood rubbing his eyes.

			“That’s done the job. Now we maun get up the tree roots. We’ve no time to howk. We’ll just blast the feck o’ them.”

			The work of destruction went on, but I was coming back to my senses. I forced myself to be practical and reasonable. I thought of the night’s experience and Lawson’s haggard eyes, and I screwed myself into a determination to see the thing through. I had done the deed; it was my business to make it complete. A text in Jeremiah came into my head: ‘Their children remember their altars and their groves by the green trees upon the high hills.’ I would see to it that this grove should be utterly forgotten.

			We blasted the tree roots, and, yoking oxen, dragged the debris into a great heap. Then the men set to work with their spades, and roughly levelled the ground. I was getting back to my old self, and Jobson’s spirit was becoming mine.

			“There is one thing more,” I told him. “Get ready a couple of ploughs. We will improve upon King Josiah.” My brain was a medley of Scripture precedents, and I was determined that no safeguard should be wanting.

			We yoked the oxen again and drove the ploughs over the site of the grove. It was rough ploughing, for the place was thick with bits of stone from the tower, but the slow Afrikander oxen plodded on, and sometime in the afternoon the work was finished. Then I sent down to the farm for bags of rock-salt, such as they use for cattle. Jobson and I took a sack apiece, and walked up and down the furrows, sowing them with salt.

			The last act was to set fire to the pile of tree trunks. They burned well, and on the top we flung the bodies of the green doves. The birds of Ashtaroth had an honourable pyre.

			Then I dismissed the much-perplexed men, and gravely shook hands with Jobson. Black with dust and smoke I went back to the house, where I bade Travers pack my bags and order the motor. I found Lawson’s servant, and heard from him that his master was sleeping peacefully. I gave him some directions, and then went to wash and change.

			Before I left I wrote a line to Lawson. I began by transcribing the verses from the 23rd chapter of Second Kings. I told him what I had done, and my reason. 

			“I take the whole responsibility upon myself,” I wrote. “No man in the place had anything to do with it but me. I acted as I did for the sake of our old friendship, and you will believe it was no easy task for me. I hope you will understand. Whenever you are able to see me send me word, and I will come back and settle with you. But I think you will realise that I have saved your soul.”

			The afternoon was merging into twilight as I left the house on the road to Taqui. The great fire, where the grove had been, was still blazing fiercely, and the smoke made a cloud over the upper glen, and filled all the air with a soft violet haze. I knew that I had done well for my friend, and that he would come to his senses and be grateful …But as the car reached the ridge I looked back to the vale I had outraged. The moon was rising and silvering the smoke, and through the gaps I could see the tongues of fire. Somehow, I know not why, the lake, the stream, the garden-coverts, even the green slopes of hill, wore an air of loneliness and desecration.

			And then my heartache returned, and I knew that I had driven something lovely and adorable from its last refuge on earth.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Moon Skin
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			Beulah emerged from the river and into a brisk autumn night that made the waning moon shiver behind the clouds. Her vision, even with the color spectrum narrowed, was keen in the darkness, and she detected the movement of men amongst the few wooden buildings and tents near the shore. The vertical slits in her nose opened and she took in the ripeness of the swamp and the wretched stench of the Dorchester’s iron hulk. 

			With a tilt of her head, her seal skin peeled back to her shoulders. Smells altered, the marsh’s rot more bothersome, the iron more annoying than appalling. She could see the Dorchester better now. The forty-foot submarine floated alongside a pier. Gray metal maintained a dull sheen beneath lit lamps. A few soldiers bobbed in a boat at the tip of the long spar where a torpedo would be affixed in place. If all went according to Papa’s plan, tomorrow the submersible would engage the enemy. 

			“Miss Beulah’s back!” a spotter called.

			She sensed Papa’s approach. His body glowed with innate magic, like a full moon that cast no shadows on the normal world. Annie’s pelt, hooked to his waist, held a fainter glow tonight, like a lamp tucked beneath a quilt.

			Oh, Annie. Her sister endured such agony right now. The dimmed pelt was proof of that.

			Only her head above water, Beulah shimmied out of her pelt. She hunkered as she walked onto higher ground and obscured herself in the reeds. Her frail human skin pocked in goose bumps, she pulled on a thick robe she’d left hanging there and draped her long gray pelt over her arm. Her bare feet squished in mud as she walked onto land. Papa awaited her on the embankment. A glow behind him caught her eye. She stopped.

			Amidst so many fellows in gray attire, the strange man didn’t stand out at all but for his innate blue glow. He was a boy, really, close to her age. Skinny as a fence rail, his features plain. In water, she knew of everything around her by the current against her whiskers; the buzz of his magic was strong like that, the sense of it different than Papa or Annie. Like the difference between a wood fire and a gas lamp.

			“Miss Beulah.” Papa inclined his head, a dozen questions compounded into her name. He was never one to dither.

			“Captain Kettleman, sir.” She saluted. Even in private, she had not been permitted to call him ‘Papa’ for years. “Two Union sloops still off-shore, three civilian crafts aside. One a fisherman, the others smuggling.”

			If anyone spied her, they’d likely think she was a porpoise. Seals were uncommon along the North Carolina coast; she had never met one in the wild.

			“They must know we’re hidden in the vicinity. Let the Yanks linger. All the better for tomorrow. Won’t need to sail far to find our target.” Papa fidgeted with Annie’s pale pelt. He nodded at Beulah. “You’re a good girl. You get adequate rest. Be ready for tomorrow.” The words held a warning.

			His care for her extended to her usefulness. As a child, she had been taught enough reading and arithmetic to manage as his secretary. Back then, she thought it was flattering, even if her literacy set her uncomfortably apart from the other house slaves. As if being the master’s bastard daughter wasn’t enough.

			His treatment of Annie proved that anything of his blood was his property, to use as he will. Skin color had nothing to with it.

			“Yes, sir.” Beulah’s teeth threatened to chatter. 

			She clutched her own pelt a little closer for both warmth and security as she walked past Papa. She caught the direct, wide gaze of the man behind him. It was pretty clear that he saw her, and not simply as a young woman in a robe. He appeared as skittish as a kitten in a dog kennel as he looked between her and Papa. He must have never seen magic in a person before. How peculiar.

			“Miss Beulah?”

			“Sir?” She stopped and faced her father.

			“This man here, Chaplain …?”

			“Walsh, sir,” said the stranger.

			“Yes, Walsh. He will escort you once you’re dressed.” 

			“Not Lieutenant Groves, sir?” she asked.

			“Lee believed a chaplain’s presence would do the men well before we deploy, but we have no need of him yet.” Papa’s curled lip revealed he had no use for a chaplain, period, but Lee’s word was akin to God’s. “Lieutenant Groves has plenty else to do.”

			With that, Papa walked on, already bellowing an order to another soldier.

			The man who glowed, a chaplain? Through thin lamplight, they stared each other down. His face was pale and pink, his nose blotched with freckles. Irish, then, like Papa’s line. They’d carried a lot of old magic to American shores, though she’d noticed that glow in other folks, too. Most of them hadn’t seen hers in turn, though.

			“I be but a few minutes, sir,” Beulah murmured, and scurried past him to her tent.

			The tent had been her home for a brief while, until it became clear that she needed a quieter environment for sleep; shifting to seal and back left her drained, and if she was deprived she couldn’t manage the change at all. Papa had begrudgingly arranged for her to stay with a loyal yet humble family nearby.

			She emerged in proper clothes, hugging her coat close to her cotton dress. It was cold enough that she belted her pelt in place beneath her layers, girthing her like a saddle blanket. 

			Papa’s soldiers nodded and sidestepped around her. She knew some made signs of the cross and muttered, but no one behaved cruelly with her secret known, and it wasn’t simply because of Papa’s command or that he was known as a selkie, too. She was respected in her own right – a peculiar thing, truly – for her service in the war. She’d scouted for the Hunley and more, and the Hunley had busted the Union blockade of Charleston. Until it recently docked for repairs, the submersible had prowled the South Carolina coast and sent Yanks fleeing northward. 

			A month after the Hunley’s first success, Sherman had been obliterated on his march from Chattanooga to Atlanta. Peace and independence might be possible by the dawn of 1865, God willing. 

			Peace for white folk, anyway. But if Beulah had to be a slave, she’d be with Annie and Annie would treat her as well as she could.

			Chaplain Walsh awaited her with a wagon; he seemed afraid to look at her. She sat on the bench seat and tugged blankets onto her lap. The chaplain clicked his tongue, and the horse pulled the wagon onto the bumpy road.

			Beulah waited until the camp’s noise was replaced by the chirps and trills of the marsh. “No need to worry, sir. Captain Kettleman can’t see your glow.”

			He shot her a nervous glance. “But he’s a selkie, like you, if I understand correctly? That is, er …”

			“Yes, sir, he’s my father, but men-selkies can’t change form or use any magic they carry. You never met no one like us before?”

			“You have?”

			“A few times, yes, sir. Not that common, and not every person with magic can see or sense how it’s carried in others. I got a sense that you’re not of selkie blood, sir.”

			His grip on the reins tightened. “Can you sense what I am, Miss Beulah?”

			What a strange conversation this was. She twined her hands beneath the blankets. The night was fiercely quiet. Back when the blockade was still in place and more Lincoln soldiers lurked close, Papa kept more guards around her. As if she’d run north and leave Annie behind, or even let soldiers steal her away.

			She squinted at him. “I met some Indian spirits I don’t know to name, and a dryad once. You glow like a pure drink of water, like nothing else I seen.”

			“Like a pure drink of water.” He repeated it with a small smile in his voice. “The pelt the Captain carries. Who …?”

			“My sister. Annie.” She noted the quick shift in subject. 

			“She’s –”

			“White, sir. His wife’s child. She was a good woman, God rest her.”

			“I was ’bout to ask her age, the skin so small.”

			“Oh. She’s seven, sir.”

			His brow furrowed. “It’s hooked on his belt, too. Am I right to reckon …?”

			“She got a hole through her left hand. Size of a blueberry. Never heals. He keeps her pelt close here. For luck.”

			“God Almighty,” he whispered. The horse snorted. An owl hooted from somewhere distant. “The other men say as much, that the skin’s their lucky charm. That you’re part of that, too, seein’ as you made the Hunley succeed, and now you’ll bless the Dorchester next.”

			Bless. She looked away to hide her revulsion. The Dorchester needed to succeed and then Papa would be promoted and then the bluebellies could blow it to kingdom come. Annie’s pelt just needed to be away first, back near the rest of her flesh. 

			“I don’t know what you expect me to say to that, Chaplain. I’m not particularly lucky, and my sister …”

			“No one can know their own luck, I reckon. I’m just …still in awe that we see each other’s magic in such a way.”

			The house was just ahead, a lamp on in the parlor window. Surrounding trees fringed the yard like dark lace. The woman of the house was likely peering through the curtains in wait. The wagon rolled down the drive and Beulah stood to disembark.

			This man carried some kind of power and he was friendly to the point of foolishness. Maybe he could help her get Annie’s pelt away from Papa. Beulah could run south, get her sister. How they’d make it north together, God only knew, but others had done it. “Follow the north star,” folks said.

			“Everyone knows what I am,” Beulah said slowly, “but no one knows ’bout you. You’re the one with a secret.”

			His breath caught. “It’s best they not know.” 

			“What, you’re not wanting to give everything for the cause? Sir?” She played a dangerous game, wielding power over a white man like this, but if it could save Annie, it was worth it. 

			“There’s no givin’ in this war. Just takin’.” The door to the house opened.

			“I tell you this. I won’t tell no one, for now.” Instead of feeling mighty with the words, the power, she felt all sour inside.

			“Thank you, Miss Beulah,” he said quietly. He didn’t even sound mad. “I already been told I’m to fetch you ’bout midnight.”

			“Midnight,” she murmured, and hopped from the wagon without looking back.

			The missus greeted her with a scowl that’d scare away any soldier, blue or gray. A few minutes later, Beulah had cleaned off a whole plate of food, including the cold, cooked fish her human body craved so often now. 

			“Almost forgot,” the woman said. “There’s a letter on the desk. Reckon you can read?”

			“Yes …yes, missus.”

			Beulah murmured her thanks as she retreated to her room. A rain-marbled envelope awaited her on the felt mat of the desk.

			The handwriting was Annie’s.

			It was dated a mere week before; blessed fast, compared to how things were when Charleston was under siege. Annie’s fat pencil loops quivered across the page. Beulah’s eyes scanned back and forth as she read the seven-year-old’s words, read beneath pleasantries about how Annie rode her horse with old Rickery’s help, about how the leaves had started to shift color and whirl away.

			Beulah pictured Annie sitting in her bed like a doll propped against down-filled pillows. Her little lap desk against her knees, her mousey brown hair kept up in curlers. A week ago, her pelt was brighter, too. Now she likely hadn’t the strength to write.

			That child’s gap-toothed smile lit up Beulah’s world with a glow greater than any magic. Papa and most everyone else had scolded Annie, told her to not treat Beulah like a sister. The girl wouldn’t heed. She had a stubborn streak wider than the James River, bless her.

			And Papa was killing her, slowly yet surely. 

			Beulah closed her eyes and rocked. The paper crinkled in her grip. Annie’s pelt was so far away from her body. That was bad enough, but far worse, it was so often in the Dorchester. Iron gnawed on magic like hungry termites. Beulah’s own pelt had been taken aboard the Hunley. She had been left bed-bound and wretched, and for the first time, the Hunley’s mission was a success. The submersible had blown apart the U.S.S. Housatonic and gone on to sink or scare off the rest of the Union blockade.

			Now it was Annie whose pelt was to be their lucky charm. Annie, who Papa was sure had stronger and purer magic, being white and all. If the Dorchester did its duty along the North Carolina coast, Papa said he was sure to be promoted. He wouldn’t need to go out to sea no more.

			Annie had to stay stubborn and strong. She’d have her pelt back soon enough. Beulah would make sure of that, one way or another.

			* * *

			The night was strangely balmy for late October. Too hot for Beulah to belt her pelt beneath her clothes. She climbed into the wagon with her glowing skin draped over her shoulder and lap. She caught Chaplain Walsh’s double-take upon sight of it. He clicked for the horse to move forward. The wheels found the ruts of the road. 

			“It’s strange, seeing the same glow twice over,” he said.

			“I suppose so, sir.”

			“You needn’t ‘sir’ me out here.”

			“It’s best to stay in the habit. Sir.” She frowned, discomfited by his friendliness even after her hint of blackmail the night before. 

			All was quiet but for the grind of wheels. “I don’t hold with slavery,” he whispered, as well he should. Dangerous words. “I’m from up in Virginia, the hills. Didn’t think to join. They made me.”

			“The western side of the state, the Union part?” She heard a lot of slaves ran up through there, headed to Ohio. 

			“Yes. I was riding my circuit when …”

			“You really are a preacher?” 

			At that, he smiled. “I am.”

			“Hardly seems smart to tell me this, sir, when I already know you hold some power inside.”

			“If anyone asks what I think, I tell them truth.”

			She snorted. Good grief. Here she hoped for the man’s help, and he continued to prove himself a fool. “You won’t have to worry ’bout Yanks shooting you then. Boys in gray will do it first.”

			“I’m not lookin’ to die or be a martyr, but I ain’t about to lie, either. God sees all.” 

			“How do you judge my soul, then, with what I do? Directing these fish boats so they kill hundreds of men in a night?”

			He looked surprised. “Why, I don’t judge your soul at all. Not my place. That’s between you’n the Almighty.”

			She stroked her pelt, an anxious habit. In the water, Beulah could taste rendered metal, munitions, the tartness of blood and flesh. She knew she didn’t have a choice in her duty, truly, but guilt weighed on her all the same. She worried for her own soul, but even more, she worried for Annie’s. 

			“I wonder, d’you think –” she began.

			A tailed critter – fox, coon, something – darted across the road. The horse reared in the shafts and the wagon lurched forward. The sky rotated as Beulah flung over the low back rest. The underside of her noggin cracked against wood. New stars lit her vision as terrible heat flared in her ears. She rolled, dazed, the world blurred. Wood and metal snapped – the back hatch of the wagon, busting open. Everything turned black. Dust filled her nostrils. She blinked. Her head felt hot and wrong and her right leg hurt in an awful way.

			She had to be able to swim tonight. Had to. If she couldn’t scout, if she couldn’t keep Annie’s pelt safe …

			Beulah forced her body upright. The horizon spun around her and threatened to squeeze supper from her gut. She couldn’t see the wagon, but even more, her seal skin wasn’t right close by.

			Gritting her teeth, she leaned on her knuckles and took several slow breaths to get her bearings. Her leg – oh Lord, her leg. Summoning all her gumption, she stood. Her other toes tapped for balance. Sheer agony almost melted her into the dirt.

			Standing, she could see the wagon wasn’t far ahead. A plume of dust still hovered in the air. The wagon was stuck in high grass along the road, and it rocked back and forth as the horse squealed and kicked. The beast sounded panicked more than anything. Where was the Chaplain? 

			Beulah scanned for his glow and found it out in the swamp, some twenty feet away. Dark as the night was, their ability to see each other was handy. He swam straight toward her, her pelt in hand. He staggered up the embankment and flopped to earth, gasping. He was wet as a fish, and it was impossible to tell if he was hurt. 

			Dear God, he had her pelt.

			He could blackmail her now, or damage it, or do any number of things. Even if she wrestled it away, she couldn’t run, not with her crippled leg.

			Chaplain Walsh still wore a gun at his hip. If she could get that …but then what? Papa still had Annie’s skin. Beulah couldn’t escape. Couldn’t do anything. 

			“Miss Beulah? How do you fare?”

			She took several long breaths to mask her pain and panic. “Alive, sir. And you –”

			“Your pelt. It is indeed blessed. It just saved my life.”

			“What?”

			“I flew off the wagon and landed out there in deep water. I swim as well as a rock. I was like to drown, but I reached out, found your skin. It pulled me to the surface. I could feel magic in it, warmth. And, and there was an alligator out there, I was not a foot away from the beast. It …it left. Ignored me. Praise Jesus.”

			Beulah’s toes tapped the ground for balance. She cried out, and Chaplain Walsh pivoted to look up at her.

			“What the …? Miss Beulah?” He stood.

			“It’s my leg. It’s not …”

			“It surely is bad, so don’t protest the contrary. Would it help you to change form?” 

			He held out the pelt to her. She stared at it. God forgive her. She’d thought to shoot him, and he handed her skin over with nary a mean thought. Beulah buried her face in the familiar gray and black fur. It smelled of dank water and saltiness and the comfort of her own self. 

			“No. I’d be a lame seal.” Her voice was muffled against the skin. “I can’t be lame, not tonight of all nights.”

			Chaplain Walsh looked toward the wagon. “I need to check on the horse. You – I wouldn’t reckon you’d be so keen on the Dorchester succeeding.”

			“I hate that boat like nothing else.” Agony loosened her tongue and her wits. “The iron’s making Annie awful sick. The glow of her pelt, it’s dimmer by the day. If Papa’s promoted, he won’t have to be on board, and Annie –”

			Oh, blessed Annie, who’d hide handwritten copies of Elizabeth Barrett Browning poems in her Bible to read during her daily devotionals. The girl who had to be scolded to walk all ladylike, or she’d scamper like a crazed squirrel. Beulah knew just how Annie’s little hand fit in her grip when they walked together in the far fields, their arms swinging. 

			Would Beulah know that touch again? She wavered on her feet.

			Chaplain Walsh grabbed hold of her arms while keeping himself at a gentlemanly distance. “Easy, easy,” he crooned as he helped her to sit. Her hands found lush grass about wrist deep. Agony jolted down her hip. She buried her face in the pelt and sobbed. 

			“I’ll be right back,” he said.

			The wagon wheels rattled and groaned as Chaplain shushed the horse, just as he soothed Beulah. A moment later, Chaplain returned.

			“Had to make sure the horse didn’t cause further mischief. He seems well enough for now, and the wagon’s back on the road. Can I see your leg? I’m not – I don’t have improper intentions.”

			“Most men say such things. You …you really do tell truth.”

			“I’m as much a sinner as any man.”

			She doubted that. She pulled up her skirt to tuck above her knees. By starlight, she could barely see the bulge of her thigh bone through her careworn, bloodied petticoats.

			“Do you doctor, like some preachers do?” Her voice warbled.

			His hands hovered over her leg, as if to warm them over a fire. “I do …something.”

			In a span of seconds, splinters of bone dragged through her muscle, the femur’s shaft tugging into place with an audible pop. Red spots of pure pain dappled the ebony night. Next she knew, she was flat on her back, her skull tingling as if it held a hive of bees. Chaplain Walsh leaned over her, his pink face skewed in worry. 

			“What’d you do?” Her voice was hoarse. “How long …?”

			“You slept a minute. It …it was for the best. How d’you feel now?”

			She raised a hand to her forehead first, then shifted both legs. “Sore, but not hurting like I was. This is what you do then, the magic in you?”

			“Yes.” He whispered. “It’s at a cost. An awful cost.”

			She spanned her fingers into the grass. The lush, deep groundcover had turned brittle. It crackled at her touch.

			“I can’t control how it takes from anything and anyone living close by. I try not to use it, but …”

			“Why on me, then?” She clutched her pelt against her chest as she sat up. “Why give my skin back?”

			Chaplain Walsh looked strangely old and tired. “You’re the first person I met who uses magic – is magic, and who can see it in me. I …I want to be friends. You bein’ a slave, it don’t matter to me. I don’t desire for you or your sister to suffer. I got little sisters, too. No magic in them, just mischief and giggles.”

			How like Annie he was, in his defiance. “You don’t know your kin …?”

			“My mother was grabbed by fae folk back in Ireland. She …she fought to escape. She thought she’d been bound all of a night, but it’d been five years. She came to America, then I was born.”

			 Beulah regarded him in silence for a time. “I won’t tell no one about you, what you do. But you need to mind your own lips. You need to lie. It’ll keep you alive.” 

			“As you keep yourself alive, I reckon.” It was simply stated. “You’re a weapon for a cause in which you don’t believe, you and your sister both.” 

			She stood, pelt draped over her shoulders, and offered him a hand. He shakily stood and almost leaned against her. 

			“Pardon. Healing takes something outta me. You said …you said before that you want the Captain promoted and off the Dorchester to keep your Annie safe. How d’you reckon?”

			“Why – Papa wants to work in Richmond, he’s said as much –”

			“That’s not what I mean. What makes you think the Dorchester would do without a pelt? Men swear by its luck. The Hunley’s in port for repairs, and it’s failed every sea worthiness test of late.” He staggered forward a few steps.

			“I – I hadn’t heard such.” Her mouth went dry. “Much as my scouting helps, they could use the surface to use the periscope instead. I …” The Confederates would rather have two submersibles run, most certainly. That meant she’d be bed-bound again, sick as a hound dog, her pelt going as pale as Annie’s. 

			Dazed, she glanced behind them. A yellow scar of dead grass marked where she had sprawled, extending twenty feet wide. It encompassed both sides of the road and into the water. Reeds draped over, limp. The water looked almost lumpy, too. Maybe the fish were all dead. Maybe that gator, if it swam close. She shivered and turned.

			Chaplain Walsh was falling, his eyes rolled back to whites. She dove forward and managed to catch his shoulders before his head struck the ground.

			* * *

			By the time Lieutenant Groves and his men found them, Beulah had managed to drag Chaplain Walsh up to the wagon. They tended him from there. He was conscious now and murmured to soldiers who sat in back with him. His voice slurred. An off-kilter wheel made the carriage to lurch with each rotation. Beulah clutched the bench seat as she bounced forward against her folded pelt.

			“Are you well enough to swim?” Lieutenant Groves asked, an eye on her bloodied clothes.

			No, she wanted to say, but what did her health truly mean to these men? They would steal her pelt, store it in toxic iron, leave her bed-bound and writhing in misery. She wanted Chaplain Walsh to be wrong, but her mind traced his logic like a dog chased its tail. He was right. She and Annie, they’d never be free. It wasn’t up to Papa. Their role was bigger than him.

			“I need to do my duty, sir,” she murmured. “I can clean myself up. I can swim.”

			He studied her for a moment before nodding. “Our last reports placed the Union sloop Woolton at the river’s mouth. Direct the Dorchester, as we practiced.”

			“Yes, sir. What about Chaplain Walsh, sir?”

			The lieutenant glanced over his shoulder. “Head injuries are fickle things. Seen a man strip off his clothes and dance naked in a fire once, after a blow to the skull, and he didn’t recall nary a thing after. Chaplain can do his prayer with the men aboard and we’ll drive him to town in the morn. Don’t fuss over him. You got plenty to do.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			The tension at the dock was at an intense simmer, the kind where everyone spoke at a murmur, lights dim, birds mute. Men scurried around the Dorchester. A boat bobbed on the far side, near the twenty-foot spar with its attached torpedo. The vessel would attack by tapping the mine against an enemy hull. A battery and copper wire would enable Papa to detonate the explosive once they were a safer distance away. 

			Papa was nowhere in sight at the moment, likely in the iron belly of the beast.

			Chaplain Walsh stood in the wagon bed and leaned on a soldier for balance. Beulah’s eyes met his for an instant and she turned away. He’d set the sailors’ souls right with a prayer, then maybe he could rest to recover from her healing.

			What of Beulah’s soul? Because of her, the Hunley had killed or captured over a thousand men. Now here she was, leading the Dorchester to its prey, all for the sake of Annie’s pelt. No more. After tonight, she’d find a way to save her sister’s skin. It was time for them to them to go north.  

			A few minutes later, Beulah waded into the river. 

			The warmth of her pelt settled on her shoulders, then settled deeper. Heat nestled in her marrows and viciously tingled down and back up the lengths of her arms and legs as they receded. Colors shifted. She wiggled her new tail, water embracing her like cool silk, then she dived.

			Fifty feet away, the Dorchester wallowed, to her attuned senses more putrid than any cesspool. Its ballast tanks sloshed and echoed as they filled with water, and the submarine lowered into the depths. Reverberations carried from each rotation of the hand crank that propelled it forward.

			She surfaced in the middle of the river. Her seal eyes showed her a world hued in blues and greens. Bubbles marked the submersible’s wake. 

			At the end of the dock, a blue glow caught her eye. The figure waved at her.

			“ …pelt won’t work!” she barely made out. “No glow!” Other soldiers surrounded Chaplain Walsh, gripping his arms, trying to calm him. 

			Beulah swam closer, her mind blank, her heart racing.

			“No glow!” he shouted again. “She got no glow!”

			No glow? Annie’s pelt had no glow? No. Beulah sank into absolute darkness. Chaplain Walsh had to be lying. He just wanted to stop her, stop the Dorchester. He was a Yankee at heart, and a man of God. He had every reason to want this to fail.

			Ripples slapped her whiskers as the Dorchester thrummed by. Beulah twisted in the water and swam alongside. She rested a flipper against the icy hull. The metal gnashed her limb as if with spiny teeth. In her mind, she heard her human self scream in agony as she struggled to stay conscious. Her senses fought through the accursed iron to find Papa within. 

			She knew his magic the way she knew the murmur of indistinct voices a room away. He stood five feet distant at command position. Metal groaned as the crew powered the crankshaft, but she could not discern the individual men with her magic. Nor could she find any other glow. The skin may as well have not been there, but she knew it was; the men wouldn’t have sailed without it. Chaplain was right.

			The submarine pushed past in a torrent of bubbles. She drifted, limp. She was scarcely aware of how her flipper ached and throbbed and how lingering convulsions rippled across her skin.

			Annie’s pelt was empty. She was dead.

			Papa killed her.

			You’re a weapon for a cause in which you don’t believe, you and your sister both. Chaplain’s words pierced through the numbness. Papa’s cause had killed Annie, and would kill Beulah, too. Her and so many more. The Union ship was out there, with hundreds more burdens on her soul.

			Papa’s good luck charm was dead. Without Annie’s magic, the Dorchester would eventually fail, as the Hunley had. Maybe take its crew of ten with it.

			Beulah couldn’t wait. If she was going to be a weapon, this’d be the last time, on her terms. 

			God have mercy on her soul.

			She swam, her body a sleek torpedo. She surpassed the submarine, powered by pedaling men, and passed the wooden spar with its explosive. She knew the river’s sinuous curves as it broadened into the Atlantic. By her whiskers and the flow of the water, she knew the channel’s depth, the anxious and erratic paths of fish. She stopped to let the submarine catch up. 

			Beulah’s flipper banged on the hull, fast enough that it didn’t scald her. Tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap. Tap. An obstacle ahead, bear right. You’re a good girl, Papa always said. He trusted her to be obedient, to do as she ought.

			After a long pause, it began to turn, oh so slowly. It was a perfect maneuver, one they had practiced time and again. The new angle aimed the torpedo-laden spar directly at rocks thirty feet ahead. The submersible was at full speed.

			Beulah swam hard, but not far enough. Not fast enough. Metal crunched and whined and not a second later the explosion shoved her through the water. She sensed shrapnel shoot past, and she dove deeper. Her tail, her every muscle pushed her forward. To what? A shore, swarming with Confederates who would want to know what happened? To a world without the brightness of Annie awaiting her back home? She swam by blind instinct until she could take it no more. She shot to the surface.

			Her head craned from the water and she screamed. The hoarse bray echoed. The sound of the explosion had faded, though something still crackled in the distance. She didn’t turn around to look. The dock was not far away, still adorned with the blue glow of Chaplain Walsh. Men scrambled and yelled from the shore and pier. Oars slapped the water.

			“I see Miss Beulah!” called one of the men. “She’s out there!”

			“Miss Beulah?” echoed Lieutenant Groves, panting. He sat in the lead boat, not ten feet away. “What happened?”

			She sensed Chaplain Walsh’s gaze on her. He knew she had done this. Would he condemn her, as part of his honesty?

			 Still in deep water, she pulled back her skin to the shoulders. “Lieutenant!” she cried, hoarse from her scream. “Something went awful wrong. I tried to catch up, but I moved too slow. They plowed straight into them rocks down at the fork.”

			“God Almighty. All our hopes …” Lieutenant Groves looked so weary and old as he gazed in the direction of her voice. “That Union sloop may send men in to investigate. Might be a battle here soon enough, but we can’t let them get salvage. Get ashore, girl. The men’ll get you inland.”

			“And Chaplain Walsh, sir?” she asked. “Is he well? I thought he yelled somethin’.”

			“He’s to stay still. Ain’t right in the head.” Lieutenant Groves motioned a soldier to continue paddling. Boats hurried past. The other men on the pier had dashed away, readying for battle. 

			Chaplain Walsh looked directly at her. “Your sister …I’m so very sorry, Miss Beulah.” 

			“So am I, Chaplain Walsh, for so many things.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “I’m going. Before they use me as a weapon again. Before …before I end up like Annie.” 

			“Yes. Yes.” He stared away and she wondered if he was about to faint again. “I’d swim away with you, if I could.” The words were so soft, she barely heard them.

			“No. You don’t believe in their cause, but they made you vow to serve. Knowin’ you, you’d still hold yourself to such a thing.”

			He snorted. “You know me so well, so quickly.”

			  “Yes, and you …you’re gonna end up dead yourself. Battle or sickness or because of your own mouth. I wish you could lie. I wish you’d try. I wish you’d stay alive.”

			“Thank you for that.” He paused. “I’ll do what I need to do.”

			Beulah stared at him in dismay, emotion choking her throat. The fool. The wonderful, stupidly stubborn fool.

			In the moonless blackness, his magic made his pale skin glow all the more. “I’ll pray for you.”

			“Yes. I’d like that. Pray for me. Please. I need your prayers, Chaplain Walsh.”

			Beulah pulled herself deeper into her own skin, deeper than she had ever gone before. Water thrummed against her whiskers, her vision of dark colors, the human color spectrum a mere memory. She tucked her flippers flush against her sides and swam. The river flowed against her, but she’d fight it every inch of the way. 
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			“Mais je croy que je 

			Suis descendu on puiz

			Ténébreux onquel disoit

			Heraclytus estre Vereté cachée.”

			“There be three things which are too wonderful for me, yea, four which I know not:

			“The way of an eagle in the air; the way of a serpent upon a rock; the way of a ship in the midst of the sea; and the way of a man with a maid.”

			I

			The utter desolation of the scene began to have its effect; I sat down to face the situation and, if possible, recall to mind some landmark which might aid me in extricating myself from my present position. If I could only find the ocean again all would be clear, for I knew one could see the island of Groix from the cliffs.

			I laid down my gun, and kneeling behind a rock lighted a pipe. Then I looked at my watch. It was nearly four o’clock. I might have wandered far from Kerselec since daybreak.

			Standing the day before on the cliffs below Kerselec with Goulven, looking out over the sombre moors among which I had now lost my way, these downs had appeared to me level as a meadow, stretching to the horizon, and although I knew how deceptive is distance, I could not realize that what from Kerselec seemed to be mere grassy hollows were great valleys covered with gorse and heather, and what looked like scattered boulders were in reality enormous cliffs of granite.

			“It’s a bad place for a stranger,” old Goulven had said: “you’d better take a guide;” and I had replied, “I shall not lose myself.” Now I knew that I had lost myself, as I sat there smoking, with the sea-wind blowing in my face. On every side stretched the moorland, covered with flowering gorse and heath and granite boulders. There was not a tree in sight, much less a house. After a while, I picked up the gun, and turning my back on the sun tramped on again.

			There was little use in following any of the brawling streams which every now and then crossed my path, for, instead of flowing into the sea, they ran inland to reedy pools in the hollows of the moors. I had followed several, but they all led me to swamps or silent little ponds from which the snipe rose peeping and wheeled away in an ecstasy of fright. I began to feel fatigued, and the gun galled my shoulder in spite of the double pads. The sun sank lower and lower, shining level across yellow gorse and the moorland pools.

			As I walked my own gigantic shadow led me on, seeming to lengthen at every step. The gorse scraped against my leggings, crackled beneath my feet, showering the brown earth with blossoms, and the brake bowed and billowed along my path. From tufts of heath rabbits scurried away through the bracken, and among the swamp grass I heard the wild duck’s drowsy quack. Once a fox stole across my path, and again, as I stooped to drink at a hurrying rill, a heron flapped heavily from the reeds beside me. I turned to look at the sun. It seemed to touch the edges of the plain. When at last I decided that it was useless to go on, and that I must make up my mind to spend at least one night on the moors, I threw myself down thoroughly fagged out. The evening sunlight slanted warm across my body, but the sea-winds began to rise, and I felt a chill strike through me from my wet shooting-boots. High overhead gulls were wheeling and tossing like bits of white paper; from some distant marsh a solitary curlew called. Little by little the sun sank into the plain, and the zenith flushed with the after-glow. I watched the sky change from palest gold to pink and then to smouldering fire. Clouds of midges danced above me, and high in the calm air a bat dipped and soared. My eyelids began to droop. Then as I shook off the drowsiness a sudden crash among the bracken roused me. I raised my eyes. A great bird hung quivering in the air above my face. For an instant I stared, incapable of motion; then something leaped past me in the ferns and the bird rose, wheeled, and pitched headlong into the brake.

			I was on my feet in an instant peering through the gorse. There came the sound of a struggle from a bunch of heather close by, and then all was quiet. I stepped forward, my gun poised, but when I came to the heather the gun fell under my arm again, and I stood motionless in silent astonishment. A dead hare lay on the ground, and on the hare stood a magnificent falcon, one talon buried in the creature’s neck, the other planted firmly on its limp flank. But what astonished me, was not the mere sight of a falcon sitting upon its prey. I had seen that more than once. It was that the falcon was fitted with a sort of leash about both talons, and from the leash hung a round bit of metal like a sleigh-bell. The bird turned its fierce yellow eyes on me, and then stooped and struck its curved beak into the quarry. At the same instant hurried steps sounded among the heather, and a girl sprang into the covert in front. Without a glance at me she walked up to the falcon, and passing her gloved hand under its breast, raised it from the quarry. Then she deftly slipped a small hood over the bird’s head, and holding it out on her gauntlet, stooped and picked up the hare.

			She passed a cord about the animal’s legs and fastened the end of the thong to her girdle. Then she started to retrace her steps through the covert. As she passed me I raised my cap and she acknowledged my presence with a scarcely perceptible inclination. I had been so astonished, so lost in admiration of the scene before my eyes, that it had not occurred to me that here was my salvation. But as she moved away I recollected that unless I wanted to sleep on a windy moor that night I had better recover my speech without delay. At my first word she hesitated, and as I stepped before her I thought a look of fear came into her beautiful eyes. But as I humbly explained my unpleasant plight, her face flushed and she looked at me in wonder.

			“Surely you did not come from Kerselec!” she repeated.

			Her sweet voice had no trace of the Breton accent nor of any accent which I knew, and yet there was something in it I seemed to have heard before, something quaint and indefinable, like the theme of an old song.

			I explained that I was an American, unacquainted with Finistère, shooting there for my own amusement.

			“An American,” she repeated in the same quaint musical tones. “I have never before seen an American.”

			For a moment she stood silent, then looking at me she said. “If you should walk all night you could not reach Kerselec now, even if you had a guide.”

			This was pleasant news.

			“But,” I began, “if I could only find a peasant’s hut where I might get something to eat, and shelter.”

			The falcon on her wrist fluttered and shook its head. The girl smoothed its glossy back and glanced at me.

			“Look around,” she said gently. “Can you see the end of these moors? Look, north, south, east, west. Can you see anything but moorland and bracken?”

			“No,” I said.

			“The moor is wild and desolate. It is easy to enter, but sometimes they who enter never leave it. There are no peasants’ huts here.”

			“Well,” I said, “if you will tell me in which direction Kerselec lies, tomorrow it will take me no longer to go back than it has to come.”

			She looked at me again with an expression almost like pity.

			“Ah,” she said, “to come is easy and takes hours; to go is different – and may take centuries.”

			I stared at her in amazement but decided that I had misunderstood her. Then before I had time to speak she drew a whistle from her belt and sounded it.

			“Sit down and rest,” she said to me; “you have come a long distance and are tired.”

			She gathered up her pleated skirts and motioning me to follow picked her dainty way through the gorse to a flat rock among the ferns.

			“They will be here directly,” she said, and taking a seat at one end of the rock invited me to sit down on the other edge. The after-glow was beginning to fade in the sky and a single star twinkled faintly through the rosy haze. A long wavering triangle of water-fowl drifted southward over our heads, and from the swamps around plover were calling.

			“They are very beautiful – these moors,” she said quietly.

			“Beautiful, but cruel to strangers,” I answered.

			“Beautiful and cruel,” she repeated dreamily, “beautiful and cruel.”

			“Like a woman,” I said stupidly.

			“Oh,” she cried with a little catch in her breath, and looked at me. Her dark eyes met mine, and I thought she seemed angry or frightened.

			“Like a woman,” she repeated under her breath, “How cruel to say so!” Then after a pause, as though speaking aloud to herself, “How cruel for him to say that!”

			I don’t know what sort of an apology I offered for my inane, though harmless speech, but I know that she seemed so troubled about it that I began to think I had said something very dreadful without knowing it, and remembered with horror the pitfalls and snares which the French language sets for foreigners. While I was trying to imagine what I might have said, a sound of voices came across the moor, and the girl rose to her feet.

			“No,” she said, with a trace of a smile on her pale face, “I will not accept your apologies, monsieur, but I must prove you wrong, and that shall be my revenge. Look. Here come Hastur and Raoul.”

			Two men loomed up in the twilight. One had a sack across his shoulders and the other carried a hoop before him as a waiter carries a tray. The hoop was fastened with straps to his shoulders, and around the edge of the circlet sat three hooded falcons fitted with tinkling bells. The girl stepped up to the falconer, and with a quick turn of her wrist transferred her falcon to the hoop, where it quickly sidled off and nestled among its mates, who shook their hooded heads and ruffled their feathers till the belled jesses tinkled again. The other man stepped forward and bowing respectfully took up the hare and dropped it into the game-sack.

			“These are my piqueurs,” said the girl, turning to me with a gentle dignity. “Raoul is a good fauconnier, and I shall some day make him grand veneur. Hastur is incomparable.”

			The two silent men saluted me respectfully.

			“Did I not tell you, monsieur, that I should prove you wrong?” she continued. “This, then, is my revenge, that you do me the courtesy of accepting food and shelter at my own house.”

			Before I could answer she spoke to the falconers, who started instantly across the heath, and with a gracious gesture to me she followed. I don’t know whether I made her understand how profoundly grateful I felt, but she seemed pleased to listen, as we walked over the dewy heather.

			“Are you not very tired?” she asked.

			I had clean forgotten my fatigue in her presence, and I told her so.

			“Don’t you think your gallantry is a little old-fashioned?” she said; and when I looked confused and humbled, she added quietly, “Oh, I like it, I like everything old-fashioned, and it is delightful to hear you say such pretty things.”

			The moorland around us was very still now under its ghostly sheet of mist. The plovers had ceased their calling; the crickets and all the little creatures of the fields were silent as we passed, yet it seemed to me as if I could hear them beginning again far behind us. Well in advance, the two tall falconers strode across the heather, and the faint jingling of the hawks’ bells came to our ears in distant murmuring chimes.

			Suddenly a splendid hound dashed out of the mist in front, followed by another and another until half-a-dozen or more were bounding and leaping around the girl beside me. She caressed and quieted them with her gloved hand, speaking to them in quaint terms which I remembered to have seen in old French manuscripts.

			Then the falcons on the circlet borne by the falconer ahead began to beat their wings and scream, and from somewhere out of sight the notes of a hunting-horn floated across the moor. The hounds sprang away before us and vanished in the twilight, the falcons flapped and squealed upon their perch, and the girl, taking up the song of the horn, began to hum. Clear and mellow her voice sounded in the night air.

			“Chasseur, chasseur, chassez encore,

			Quittez Rosette et Jeanneton,

			Tonton, tonton, tontaine, tonton,

			Ou, pour, rabattre, dès l’aurore,

			Que les Amours soient de planton,

			Tonton, tontaine, tonton.”

			As I listened to her lovely voice a grey mass which rapidly grew more distinct loomed up in front, and the horn rang out joyously through the tumult of the hounds and falcons. A torch glimmered at a gate, a light streamed through an opening door, and we stepped upon a wooden bridge which trembled under our feet and rose creaking and straining behind us as we passed over the moat and into a small stone court, walled on every side. From an open doorway a man came and, bending in salutation, presented a cup to the girl beside me. She took the cup and touched it with her lips, then lowering it turned to me and said in a low voice, “I bid you welcome.”

			At that moment one of the falconers came with another cup, but before handing it to me, presented it to the girl, who tasted it. The falconer made a gesture to receive it, but she hesitated a moment, and then, stepping forward, offered me the cup with her own hands. I felt this to be an act of extraordinary graciousness, but hardly knew what was expected of me, and did not raise it to my lips at once. The girl flushed crimson. I saw that I must act quickly.

			“Mademoiselle,” I faltered, “a stranger whom you have saved from dangers he may never realize empties this cup to the gentlest and loveliest hostess of France.”

			“In His name,” she murmured, crossing herself as I drained the cup. Then stepping into the doorway she turned to me with a pretty gesture and, taking my hand in hers, led me into the house, saying again and again: “You are very welcome, indeed you are welcome to the Château d’Ys.”

			II

			I awoke next morning with the music of the horn in my ears, and leaping out of the ancient bed, went to a curtained window where the sunlight filtered through little deep-set panes. The horn ceased as I looked into the court below.

			A man who might have been brother to the two falconers of the night before stood in the midst of a pack of hounds. A curved horn was strapped over his back, and in his hand he held a long-lashed whip. The dogs whined and yelped, dancing around him in anticipation; there was the stamp of horses, too, in the walled yard.

			“Mount!” cried a voice in Breton, and with a clatter of hoofs the two falconers, with falcons upon their wrists, rode into the courtyard among the hounds. Then I heard another voice which sent the blood throbbing through my heart: “Piriou Louis, hunt the hounds well and spare neither spur nor whip. Thou Raoul and thou Gaston, see that the epervier does not prove himself niais, and if it be best in your judgment, faites courtoisie à l’oiseau. Jardiner un oiseau, like the mué there on Hastur’s wrist, is not difficult, but thou, Raoul, mayest not find it so simple to govern that hagard. Twice last week he foamed au vif and lost the beccade although he is used to the leurre. The bird acts like a stupid branchier. Paître un hagard n’est pas si facile.”

			Was I dreaming? The old language of falconry which I had read in yellow manuscripts – the old forgotten French of the middle ages was sounding in my ears while the hounds bayed and the hawks’ bells tinkled accompaniment to the stamping horses. She spoke again in the sweet forgotten language:

			“If you would rather attach the longe and leave thy hagard au bloc, Raoul, I shall say nothing; for it were a pity to spoil so fair a day’s sport with an ill-trained sors. Essimer abaisser, – it is possibly the best way. Ça lui donnera des reins. I was perhaps hasty with the bird. It takes time to pass à la filière and the exercises d’escap.”

			Then the falconer Raoul bowed in his stirrups and replied: “If it be the pleasure of Mademoiselle, I shall keep the hawk.”

			“It is my wish,” she answered. “Falconry I know, but you have yet to give me many a lesson in Autourserie, my poor Raoul. Sieur Piriou Louis mount!”

			The huntsman sprang into an archway and in an instant returned, mounted upon a strong black horse, followed by a piqueur also mounted.

			“Ah!” she cried joyously, “Speed Glemarec René! Speed! Speed all! Sound thy horn, Sieur Piriou!”

			The silvery music of the hunting-horn filled the courtyard, the hounds sprang through the gateway and galloping hoof-beats plunged out of the paved court; loud on the drawbridge, suddenly muffled, then lost in the heather and bracken of the moors. Distant and more distant sounded the horn, until it became so faint that the sudden carol of a soaring lark drowned it in my ears. I heard the voice below responding to some call from within the house.

			“I do not regret the chase, I will go another time. Courtesy to the stranger, Pelagie, remember!”

			And a feeble voice came quavering from within the house, “Courtoisie”

			I stripped, and rubbed myself from head to foot in the huge earthen basin of icy water which stood upon the stone floor at the foot of my bed. Then I looked about for my clothes. They were gone, but on a settle near the door lay a heap of garments which I inspected with astonishment. As my clothes had vanished, I was compelled to attire myself in the costume which had evidently been placed there for me to wear while my own clothes dried. Everything was there, cap, shoes, and hunting doublet of silvery grey homespun; but the close-fitting costume and seamless shoes belonged to another century, and I remembered the strange costumes of the three falconers in the courtyard. I was sure that it was not the modern dress of any portion of France or Brittany; but not until I was dressed and stood before a mirror between the windows did I realize that I was clothed much more like a young huntsman of the middle ages than like a Breton of that day. I hesitated and picked up the cap. Should I go down and present myself in that strange guise? There seemed to be no help for it, my own clothes were gone and there was no bell in the ancient chamber to call a servant; so I contented myself with removing a short hawk’s feather from the cap, and, opening the door, went downstairs.

			By the fireplace in the large room at the foot of the stairs an old Breton woman sat spinning with a distaff. She looked up at me when I appeared, and, smiling frankly, wished me health in the Breton language, to which I laughingly replied in French. At the same moment my hostess appeared and returned my salutation with a grace and dignity that sent a thrill to my heart. Her lovely head with its dark curly hair was crowned with a head-dress which set all doubts as to the epoch of my own costume at rest. Her slender figure was exquisitely set off in the homespun hunting-gown edged with silver, and on her gauntlet-covered wrist she bore one of her petted hawks. With perfect simplicity she took my hand and led me into the garden in the court, and seating herself before a table invited me very sweetly to sit beside her. Then she asked me in her soft quaint accent how I had passed the night, and whether I was very much inconvenienced by wearing the clothes which old Pelagie had put there for me while I slept. I looked at my own clothes and shoes, drying in the sun by the garden-wall, and hated them. What horrors they were compared with the graceful costume which I now wore! I told her this laughing, but she agreed with me very seriously.

			“We will throw them away,” she said in a quiet voice. In my astonishment I attempted to explain that I not only could not think of accepting clothes from anybody, although for all I knew it might be the custom of hospitality in that part of the country, but that I should cut an impossible figure if I returned to France clothed as I was then.

			She laughed and tossed her pretty head, saying something in old French which I did not understand, and then Pelagie trotted out with a tray on which stood two bowls of milk, a loaf of white bread, fruit, a platter of honey-comb, and a flagon of deep red wine. “You see I have not yet broken my fast because I wished you to eat with me. But I am very hungry,” she smiled.

			“I would rather die than forget one word of what you have said!” I blurted out, while my cheeks burned. “She will think me mad,” I added to myself, but she turned to me with sparkling eyes.

			“Ah!” she murmured. “Then Monsieur knows all that there is of chivalry –”

			She crossed herself and broke bread. I sat and watched her white hands, not daring to raise my eyes to hers.

			“Will you not eat?” she asked. “Why do you look so troubled?”

			Ah, why? I knew it now. I knew I would give my life to touch with my lips those rosy palms – I understood now that from the moment when I looked into her dark eyes there on the moor last night I had loved her. My great and sudden passion held me speechless.

			“Are you ill at ease?” she asked again.

			Then, like a man who pronounces his own doom, I answered in a low voice: “Yes, I am ill at ease for love of you.” And as she did not stir nor answer, the same power moved my lips in spite of me and I said, “I, who am unworthy of the lightest of your thoughts, I who abuse hospitality and repay your gentle courtesy with bold presumption, I love you.”

			She leaned her head upon her hands, and answered softly, “I love you. Your words are very dear to me. I love you.”

			“Then I shall win you.”

			“Win me,” she replied.

			But all the time I had been sitting silent, my face turned toward her. She, also silent, her sweet face resting on her upturned palm, sat facing me, and as her eyes looked into mine I knew that neither she nor I had spoken human speech; but I knew that her soul had answered mine, and I drew myself up feeling youth and joyous love coursing through every vein. She, with a bright colour in her lovely face, seemed as one awakened from a dream, and her eyes sought mine with a questioning glance which made me tremble with delight. We broke our fast, speaking of ourselves. I told her my name and she told me hers, the Demoiselle Jeanne d’Ys.

			She spoke of her father and mother’s death, and how the nineteen of her years had been passed in the little fortified farm alone with her nurse Pelagie, Glemarec René the piqueur, and the four falconers, Raoul, Gaston, Hastur, and the Sieur Piriou Louis, who had served her father. She had never been outside the moorland – never even had seen a human soul before, except the falconers and Pelagie. She did not know how she had heard of Kerselec; perhaps the falconers had spoken of it. She knew the legends of Loup Garou and Jeanne la Flamme from her nurse Pelagie. She embroidered and spun flax. Her hawks and hounds were her only distraction. When she had met me there on the moor she had been so frightened that she almost dropped at the sound of my voice. She had, it was true, seen ships at sea from the cliffs, but as far as the eye could reach the moors over which she galloped were destitute of any sign of human life. There was a legend which old Pelagie told, how anybody once lost in the unexplored moorland might never return, because the moors were enchanted. She did not know whether it was true, she never had thought about it until she met me. She did not know whether the falconers had even been outside, or whether they could go if they would. The books in the house which Pelagie, the nurse, had taught her to read were hundreds of years old.

			All this she told me with a sweet seriousness seldom seen in any one but children. My own name she found easy to pronounce, and insisted, because my first name was Philip, I must have French blood in me. She did not seem curious to learn anything about the outside world, and I thought perhaps she considered it had forfeited her interest and respect from the stories of her nurse.

			We were still sitting at the table, and she was throwing grapes to the small field birds which came fearlessly to our very feet.

			I began to speak in a vague way of going, but she would not hear of it, and before I knew it I had promised to stay a week and hunt with hawk and hound in their company. I also obtained permission to come again from Kerselec and visit her after my return.

			“Why,” she said innocently, “I do not know what I should do if you never came back;” and I, knowing that I had no right to awaken her with the sudden shock which the avowal of my own love would bring to her, sat silent, hardly daring to breathe.

			“You will come very often?” she asked.

			“Very often,” I said.

			“Every day?”

			“Every day.”

			“Oh,” she sighed, “I am very happy. Come and see my hawks.”

			She rose and took my hand again with a childlike innocence of possession, and we walked through the garden and fruit trees to a grassy lawn which was bordered by a brook. Over the lawn were scattered fifteen or twenty stumps of trees – partially imbedded in the grass – and upon all of these except two sat falcons. They were attached to the stumps by thongs which were in turn fastened with steel rivets to their legs just above the talons. A little stream of pure spring water flowed in a winding course within easy distance of each perch.

			The birds set up a clamour when the girl appeared, but she went from one to another, caressing some, taking others for an instant upon her wrist, or stooping to adjust their jesses.

			“Are they not pretty?” she said. “See, here is a falcon-gentil. We call it ‘ignoble,’ because it takes the quarry in direct chase. This is a blue falcon. In falconry we call it ‘noble’ because it rises over the quarry, and wheeling, drops upon it from above. This white bird is a gerfalcon from the north. It is also ‘noble!’ Here is a merlin, and this tiercelet is a falcon-heroner.”

			I asked her how she had learned the old language of falconry. She did not remember, but thought her father must have taught it to her when she was very young.

			Then she led me away and showed me the young falcons still in the nest. “They are termed niais in falconry,” she explained. “A branchier is the young bird which is just able to leave the nest and hop from branch to branch. A young bird which has not yet moulted is called a sors, and a mué is a hawk which has moulted in captivity. When we catch a wild falcon which has changed its plumage we term it a hagard. Raoul first taught me to dress a falcon. Shall I teach you how it is done?”

			She seated herself on the bank of the stream among the falcons and I threw myself at her feet to listen.

			Then the Demoiselle d’Ys held up one rosy-tipped finger and began very gravely.

			“First one must catch the falcon.”

			“I am caught,” I answered.

			She laughed very prettily and told me my dressage would perhaps be difficult, as I was noble.

			“I am already tamed,” I replied; “jessed and belled.”

			She laughed, delighted. “Oh, my brave falcon; then you will return at my call?”

			“I am yours,” I answered gravely.

			She sat silent for a moment. Then the colour heightened in her cheeks and she held up her finger again, saying, “Listen; I wish to speak of falconry –”

			“I listen, Countess Jeanne d’Ys.”

			But again she fell into the reverie, and her eyes seemed fixed on something beyond the summer clouds.

			“Philip,” she said at last.

			“Jeanne,” I whispered.

			“That is all, – that is what I wished,” she sighed, – “Philip and Jeanne.”

			She held her hand toward me and I touched it with my lips.

			“Win me,” she said, but this time it was the body and soul which spoke in unison.

			After a while she began again: “Let us speak of falconry.”

			“Begin,” I replied; “we have caught the falcon.”

			Then Jeanne d’Ys took my hand in both of hers and told me how with infinite patience the young falcon was taught to perch upon the wrist, how little by little it became used to the belled jesses and the chaperon à cornette.

			“They must first have a good appetite,” she said; “then little by little I reduce their nourishment; which in falconry we call pât. When, after many nights passed au bloc as these birds are now, I prevail upon the hagard to stay quietly on the wrist, then the bird is ready to be taught to come for its food. I fix the pât to the end of a thong, or leurre, and teach the bird to come to me as soon as I begin to whirl the cord in circles about my head. At first I drop the pât when the falcon comes, and he eats the food on the ground. After a little he will learn to seize the leurre in motion as I whirl it around my head or drag it over the ground. After this it is easy to teach the falcon to strike at game, always remembering to ‘faire courtoisie á l’oiseau’, that is, to allow the bird to taste the quarry.”

			A squeal from one of the falcons interrupted her, and she arose to adjust the longe which had become whipped about the bloc, but the bird still flapped its wings and screamed.

			“What is the matter?” she said. “Philip, can you see?”

			I looked around and at first saw nothing to cause the commotion, which was now heightened by the screams and flapping of all the birds. Then my eye fell upon the flat rock beside the stream from which the girl had risen. A grey serpent was moving slowly across the surface of the boulder, and the eyes in its flat triangular head sparkled like jet.

			“A couleuvre,” she said quietly.

			“It is harmless, is it not?” I asked.

			She pointed to the black V-shaped figure on the neck.

			“It is certain death,” she said; “it is a viper.”

			We watched the reptile moving slowly over the smooth rock to where the sunlight fell in a broad warm patch.

			I started forward to examine it, but she clung to my arm crying, “Don’t, Philip, I am afraid.”

			“For me?”

			“For you, Philip, – I love you.”

			Then I took her in my arms and kissed her on the lips, but all I could say was: “Jeanne, Jeanne, Jeanne.” And as she lay trembling on my breast, something struck my foot in the grass below, but I did not heed it. Then again something struck my ankle, and a sharp pain shot through me. I looked into the sweet face of Jeanne d’Ys and kissed her, and with all my strength lifted her in my arms and flung her from me. Then bending, I tore the viper from my ankle and set my heel upon its head. I remember feeling weak and numb, – I remember falling to the ground. Through my slowly glazing eyes I saw Jeanne’s white face bending close to mine, and when the light in my eyes went out I still felt her arms about my neck, and her soft cheek against my drawn lips.

			* * *

			When I opened my eyes, I looked around in terror. Jeanne was gone. I saw the stream and the flat rock; I saw the crushed viper in the grass beside me, but the hawks and blocs had disappeared. I sprang to my feet. The garden, the fruit trees, the drawbridge and the walled court were gone. I stared stupidly at a heap of crumbling ruins, ivy-covered and grey, through which great trees had pushed their way. I crept forward, dragging my numbed foot, and as I moved, a falcon sailed from the tree-tops among the ruins, and soaring, mounting in narrowing circles, faded and vanished in the clouds above.

			“Jeanne, Jeanne,” I cried, but my voice died on my lips, and I fell on my knees among the weeds. And as God willed it, I, not knowing, had fallen kneeling before a crumbling shrine carved in stone for our Mother of Sorrows. I saw the sad face of the Virgin wrought in the cold stone. I saw the cross and thorns at her feet, and beneath it I read:

			“PRAY FOR THE SOUL OF THE 

			DEMOISELLE JEANNE D’Ys,

			WHO DIED

			IN HER YOUTH FOR LOVE OF

			PHILIP, A STRANGER.

			A.D. 1573.”

			But upon the icy slab lay a woman’s glove still warm and fragrant.
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			Thou hast nor youth nor age;

			But, as it were, an after dinner’s sleep,

			Dreaming on both.

			Measure for Measure

			Hilda Gyllenlof was the daughter of a poor Swedish clergyman. Her mother died before she had counted five summers. The good father did his best to supply the loss of maternal tenderness; nor were kind neighbors wanting, with friendly words, and many a small gift for the pretty little one. But at the age of thirteen, Hilda lost her father also, just as she was receiving rapidly from his affectionate teachings as much culture as his own education and means afforded. The unfortunate girl had no other resource than to go to distant relatives, who were poor, and could not well conceal that the destitute orphan was a burden. At the end of a year, Hilda, in sadness and weariness of spirit, went to Stockholm, to avail herself of an opportunity to earn her living by her needle, and some light services about the house.

			She was then in the first blush of maidenhood, with a clear innocent look, and exceedingly fair complexion. Her beauty soon attracted the attention of Magnus Andersen, mate of a Danish vessel then lying at the wharves of Stockholm. He could not be otherwise than fascinated with her budding loveliness; and alone as she was in the world, she was naturally prone to listen to the first words of warm affection she had heard since her father’s death. What followed is the old story, which will continue to be told as long as there are human passions and human laws. To do the young man justice, though selfish, he was not deliberately unkind; for he did not mean to be treacherous to the friendless young creature who trusted him. He sailed from Sweden with the honest intention to return and make her his wife; but he was lost in a storm at sea, and the earth saw him no more.

			Hilda never heard the sad tidings; but, for another cause, her heart was soon oppressed with shame and sorrow. If she had had a mother’s bosom on which to lean her aching head, and confess all her faults and all her grief, much misery might have been saved. But there was none to whom she dared to speak of her anxiety and shame. Her extreme melancholy attracted the attention of a poor old woman, to whom she sometimes carried clothes for washing. The good Virika, after manifesting her sympathy in various ways, at last ventured to ask outright why one so young was so very sad. The poor child threw herself on the friendly bosom, and confessed all her wretchedness. After that, they had frequent confidential conversations; and the kind-hearted peasant did her utmost to console and cheer the desolate orphan. She said she must soon return to her native village in the Norwegian valley of Westfjordalen; and as she was alone in the world, and wanted some-thing to love, she would gladly take the babe, and adopt it for her own.

			Poor Hilda, thankful for any chance to keep her disgrace a secret, gratefully accepted the offer. When the babe was ten days old, she allowed the good Virika to carry it away; though not without bitter tears, and the oft-repeated promise that her little one might be reclaimed, whenever Magnus returned and fulfilled his promise of marriage.

			But though these arrangements were managed with great caution, the young mother did not escape suspicion. It chanced, very unfortunately, that soon after Virika’s departure, an infant was found in the water, strangled with a sash very like one Hilda had been accustomed to wear. A train of circumstantial evidence seemed to connect the child with her, and she was arrested. For some time, she contented herself with assertions of innocence, and obstinately refused to tell anything more. But at last, having the fear of death before her eyes, she acknowledged that she had given birth to a daughter, which had been carried away by Virika Gjetter, to her native place, in the parish of Tind, in the Valley of Westfjordalen. Inquiries were accordingly made in Norway, but the answer obtained was that Virika had not been heard of in her native valley, for many years. Through weary months, Hilda lingered in prison, waiting in vain for favourable testimony; and at last, on strong circumstantial evidence she was condemned to die.

			It chanced there was at that time a very learned chemist in Stockholm; a man whose thoughts were all gas, and his hours marked only by combinations and explosions. He had discovered a process of artificial cold, by which he could suspend animation in living creatures, and restore it at any prescribed time. He had in one apartment of his laboratory a bear that had been in a torpid state five years, a wolf two years, and so on. This of course excited a good deal of attention in the scientific world. A metaphysician suggested how extremely interesting it would be to put a human being asleep thus, and watch the reunion of soul and body, after the lapse of a hundred years. The chemist was half wild with the magnificence of this idea; and he forthwith petitioned that Hilda, instead of being beheaded, might be delivered to him, to be frozen for a century. He urged that her extreme youth demanded pity; that his mode of execution would be a very gentle one, and, being so strictly private, would be far less painful to the poor young creature than exposure to the public gaze.

			On the day of execution, the chaplain came to pray with her, but found himself rather embarrassed in using the customary form. He could not well allude to her going in a few hours to meet her final judge; for the chemist said she would come back in a hundred years, and where her soul would be meantime was more than theology could teach. Under these novel circumstances, the old nursery prayer seemed to be the only appropriate one for her to repeat:

			Now I lay me down to sleep,

			I pray the Lord my soul to keep:

			If I should die before I wake,

			I pray the Lord my soul to take.

			The subject of this curious experiment was conveyed in a close carriage from the prison to the laboratory. A shudder ran through soul and body, as she entered the apartment assigned her. It was built entirely of stone, and rendered intensely cold by an artificial process. The light was dim and spectral, being admitted from above through a small circle of blue glass. Around the sides of the room, were tiers of massive stone shelves, on which reposed various objects in a torpid state. A huge bear lay on his back, with paws crossed on his breast, as devoutly as some pious knight of the fourteenth century. There was in fact no inconsiderable resemblance in the proceedings by which both these characters gained their worldly possessions; they were equally based on the maxim that ‘might makes right.’ It is true, the Christian obtained a better name, inasmuch as he paid a tithe of his gettings to the holy church, which the bear never had the grace to do. But then it must be remembered that the bear had no soul to save, and the Christian knight would have been very unlikely to pay fees to the ferryman, if he likewise had had nothing to send over.

			The two public functionaries, who had attended the prisoner, to make sure that justice was not defrauded of its due, soon begged leave to retire, complaining of the unearthly cold. The pale face of the maiden became still paler, as she saw them depart. She seized the arm of the old chemist, and said, imploringly, “You will not go away, too, and leave me with these dreadful creatures?”

			He replied, not without some touch of compassion in his tones, “You will be sound asleep, my dear, and will not know whether I am here or not. Drink this; it will soon make you drowsy.”

			“But what if that great bear should wake up?” asked she, trembling.

			“Never fear. He cannot wake up,” was the brief reply.

			“And what if I should wake up, all alone here?”

			“Don’t disturb yourself,” said he, “I tell you that you will not wake up. Come, my dear, drink quick; for I am getting chilly myself.”

			The poor girl cast another despairing glance round the tomb-like apartment, and did as she was requested. “And now,” said the chemist, “let us shake hands, and say farewell; for you will never see me again.”

			“Why, won’t you come to wake me up?” inquired the prisoner; not reflecting on all the peculiar circumstances of her condition.

			“My great-grandson may,” replied he, with a smile. “Adieu, my dear. It is a great deal pleasanter than being beheaded. You will fall asleep as easily as a babe in his cradle.”

			She gazed in his face, with a bewildered drowsy look, and big tears rolled down her cheeks. “Just step up here, my poor child,” said he; and he offered her his hand.

			“Oh, don’t lay me so near the crocodile!” she exclaimed. “If he should wake up!”

			“You wouldn’t know it, if he did,” rejoined the patient chemist; “but never mind. Step up to this other shelf, if you like it better.”

			He handed her up very politely, gathered her garments about her feet, crossed her arms below her breast, and told her to be perfectly still. He then covered his face with a mask, let some gasses escape from an apparatus in the centre of the room, and immediately went out, locking the door after him.

			The next day, the public functionaries looked in, and expressed themselves well satisfied to find the maiden lying as rigid and motionless as the bear, the wolf, and the snake. On the edge of the shelf where she lay was pasted an inscription: “Put to sleep for infanticide, Feb. 10, 1740, by order of the king. To be wakened Feb. 10, 1840.”

			The earth whirled round on its axis, carrying with it the Alps and the Andes, the bear, the crocodile, and the maiden. Summer and winter came and went; America took place among the nations; Bonaparte played out his great game, with kingdoms for pawns; and still the Swedish damsel slept on her stone shelf with the bear and the crocodile.

			When ninety-five years had passed, the bear, having fulfilled his prescribed century, was waked according to agreement. The curious flocked round him, to see him eat, and hear whether he could growl as well as other bears. Not liking such close observation, he broke his chain one night, and made off for the hills. How he seemed to his comrades, and what mistakes he make in his recollections, there were never any means of ascertaining. But bears, being more strictly conservative than men, happily escape the influence of French revolutions, German philosophy, Fourier theories, and reforms of all sorts; therefore Bruin doubtless found less change in his fellow citizens, than an old knight or viking might have done, had he chanced to sleep so long.

			At last, came the maiden’s turn to be resuscitated. The populace had forgotten her and her story long ago; but a select scientific few were present at the ceremony, by special invitation. The old chemist and his children all “slept the sleep that knows no waking.” But carefully written orders had been transmitted from generation to generation; and the duty finally devolved on a great grandson, himself a chemist of no mean reputation.

			Life returned very slowly; at first by almost imperceptible degrees, then by a visible shivering through the nerves. When the eyes opened, it was as if by the movement of pulleys, and there was something painfully strange in their marble gaze. But the lamp within the inner shrine lighted up, and gradually shone through them, giving assurance of the presence of a soul. As consciousness returned, she looked in the faces round her, as if seeking for some one; for her first dim recollection was of the old chemist. For several days, there was a general sluggishness of soul and body; an overpowering inertia, which made all exertion difficult, and prevented memory from rushing back in too tumultuous a tide.

			For some time, she was very quiet and patient; but the numbers who came to look at her, their perpetual questions how things seemed to her, what was the state of her appetite and her memory, made her restless and irritable. Still worse was it when she went into the street. Her numerous visitors pointed her out to others, who ran to doors and windows to stare at her, and this soon attracted the attention of boys and lads. To escape such annoyances, she one day walked into a little shop, bearing the name of a woman she had formerly known. It was now kept by her grand-daughter, an aged woman, who was evidently as afraid of Hilda, as if she had been a witch or a ghost.

			This state of things became perfectly unendurable. After a few weeks, the forlorn being made her escape from the city, at dawn of day, and with money which had been given her by charitable people, she obtained a passage to her native village, under the new name of Hilda Silfverling. But to stand, in the bloom of sixteen, among well-remembered hills and streams, and not recognise a single human face, or know a single human voice, this was the most mournful of all; far worse than loneliness in a foreign land; sadder than sunshine on a ruined city. And all these suffocating emotions must be crowded back on her own heart; for if she revealed them to any one, she would assuredly be considered insane or bewitched.

			As the thought became familiar to her that even the little children she had known were all dead long ago, her eyes assumed an indescribably perplexed and mournful expression, which gave to them an appearance of supernatural depth. She was seized with an inexpressible longing to go where no one had ever heard of her, and among scenes she had never looked upon. Her thoughts often reverted fondly to old Virika Gjetter, and the babe for whose sake she had suffered so much; and her heart yearned for Norway. But then she was chilled by the remembrance that even if her child had lived to the usual age of mortals, she must have been long since dead; and if she had left descendants, what would they know of her? Overwhelmed by the complete desolation of her lot on earth, she wept bitterly. But she was never utterly hopeless; for in the midst of her anguish, something prophetic seemed to beckon through the clouds, and call her into Norway.
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